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By Isicera Embecibiotica Dew 


Chapter 1 


Nava’rix tapped her stiletto-clad foot impatiently. Her entourage had entered a bar called the 
Corvid’s Keep to engage in the Third Test. The rationalizations raced through her mind, ”Ask 
any Paragonas and they’II tell you that every test is just showing off for the Third Test in 
disguise.” “If I weren’t cultivating them, my entourage would be doing this anyways, just in 
some chaotic battlefield. At least here they can be precise.” “Just because us Nourishers are 
better is no reason to think that we can stop what the other species do, it’s better to ensure that 
their conflict can be wielded for a higher purpose.” 


Every time Nava’rix’s entourage went outside the law to engage in the Third Test, these waves of 
anxious thoughts overcame her, but for every fear there was a counterbalancing pride. “I’ve done 
such a good job with my very first entourage, they prove it every time they come back from a 
Third Test. I deserve credit for how much they’ve grown. When I found each of my flock they 
were small and weak, now they’re big and strong. The strong consume the weak, it’s just how 
things are. I’ve been there for them, they get to be on the winning side, instead of ending up as 
prey, unable to reach their true potential.” 


Nava’rix jerked her head to the side, her shoulder-length teal braids whipped around to follow as 
she heard the telltale signs of the Third Test in action. The crashing of bodies and furniture, 
dismayed screams, and aggressive growls. There were sounds of power and pleasure that tore out 
from the Corvid’s Keep, drowning out the terror and anguish. People walking by on the street 
could tell what was going on but stayed away from the dangers of the Third Test. People 
generally accepted that even though the Third Test was illegal in the Abundant Lands, getting 
involved was often a path to death that most rational people avoid. The screaming ceased, 
leaving a moment of silence in its wake. The silence didn’t last long as a string of loud, 
undulating belches boomed from the Corvid’s Keep, shaking the windows and tossing the door 
open. 


Although Nava’rix was confident in her entourage, there was always that momentary fear that 
they bit off more than they could chew, that this was the time she would lose one of them and 
need to start at square | again, cultivating a new member of the team. The door opened, and 
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before her consciousness could process, her subconscious shifted each of her faces to show 
approval, support, and favor to those exiting the building. She sighed in relief as her 5 wards 
strolled out, hugely bloated and full of what had been the competition, another Nourisher’s 
entourage participating in Fulfillment that would no longer be a threat to their victory. Despite 
the horrors involved in the process, she beamed with pride at their strength, perseverance, and 
just how far each of them had come. She rushed over, a brilliant synthetic smile spread across the 
crimson lips of her large mouth. She cheered, “You did good work tonight, this should help prep 
your capacities for the First Test this next week!” 


Ao-ia raved, “Check it out, stream, this is Nava’rix, our Nourisher! She’s the one that took us all 
from scrawny weaklings to the powerful huntresses you witnessed tonight.” Nava’rix’s tiny chest 
puffed with pride and her spirits rose to the heights of euphoric appreciation at being praised by a 
Verisk, before plummeting to anguish in less than a second. “Excuse me Ao-ia, could you 
elaborate on what you mean by that?” She asked in a synthetic, positive tone. The well stuffed 
Verisk cheered in response, “Yeah, I decided to modify my left eye earlier tonight, for a while I 
went blind, but by the time I figured out how the systems worked, I made some upgrades so that 
I could live stream without a phone. We’re still live, so feel free to wave to the 13,000 viewers 
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who are still here before we log off. We peaked at 90,000 during the action 


Nava’rix and the rest of her entourage were stunned. She slammed her hand over Ao-ia’s left 
eye, Nava’s goo shifting from a translucent kaleidoscope to opaque black. “Are you telling me 
that you just live streamed to thousands of people that you were engaging in an illegal activity, 
caught every member of the entourage on it, and then shouted me out in a documented format 
that who knows how many Nourishers could have been watching?” Ao-ia shrugs, “Well yeah, I'd 
never live streamed the Third Test before, seemed like a good way to play with my new eye, it 
may be illegal but everyone fucking loves it! Okay, I see all your looks and know that you don’t 
approve, but you can’t say we weren’t badass in there, we took down such a substantial 
entourage! Who wouldn’t want to see that?” 


Amba, one of the Paragonas in Nava’rix’s entourage shoved Ao-ia against the wall, pinning her. 
“Are you fucking insane? Before Nava got me out, I had been acquired by a brutal mistress. We 
were making progress to place in Fulfillment, do you know how much harder it is to grow on 
your own? How much more dangerous life is? This power saved us from vulnerability and you 
threw our meal ticket under the bus while each and every one of us will get exiled from the 
Abundant Lands? Give me one good reason not to snap your neck right now you piece of shit!” 
Despite her mind being a blob of panic and terror, Nava’rix responded swiftly, instincts drove her 
to dismantle conflict within her entourage. She placed one hand on Amba, and the other on 
Ao-ia. Her tendrils permeated their skin and swiftly pumped a cocktail of hormones and 
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neurotransmitters into their bloodstreams. She strengthened Ao-ia’s resilience to decrease her 
risk, and chemically drove them both silly with lust. 


Amba growled, voice deteriorating from focused anger to bubbly, playful arousal as she spoke, 
“Fuck Nava, this is not the time, she screwed us over! Don’t stop me from...” Amba shifted her 
elbow from pinning Ao-ia, bringing her fingers up to play with her hair, looking deeply into her 
chaotic entourage-mate’s eyes, “This isn’t fair, don’t manipulate me like this you bitch, this is 
why everyone hates Nourishers...”” Nava’rix furrowed her arched black brows. She was just as 
mad as Amba, but when conflict popped up in her entourage her subconscious was far more in 
control than her rational mind. The highest priority was to make sure all of her wards would be 
nourished. She hated herself for manipulating people like this, even if it’s what felt right to keep 
everyone safe, but she just couldn’t help it. 


Amba drifted from her aggression, cuddling with Ao-ia against the wall, their massive bodies 
lovingly entwined with one another. The other members of the entourage were frozen in shock, 
they all realized the force that supported them in gaining the most power, joy and the chance for 
a better life was about to be taken from them. Nava’rix chemically lifted their spirits, leaving the 
entourage happily in connection with each other as she collapsed into dread of what was to 
come. It was less than 5 minutes before her phone rang. Even though her tiny body trembled, her 
voice shifted toward a positive enthusiasm, “Hello, Nava’Rix speaking. How can I nourish you 
today?” 


Her dread only deepened as a bright fake voice greeted her, “Hello Nava’ Rix, this is Kavasa 
from the Fulfillment law industry. I don’t mean to be a bother, but you and your entourage are 
invited to stop by the nearest courthouse at 1700 Baker street at your earliest convenience. 
There’ ll be tea and cookies ready for you. Have a beautiful day!” As soon as she hung up, Nava’s 
automatic people pleasing turned off, her enormous golden eyes darting around in absolute panic. 
Her emotions were partially lifted by the positive tones in Kavasa’s voice, but it all felt so fake 
and manipulative. She fully understood why everyone hated Nourishers, simultaneously feeling a 
little better and feeling grossly manipulated just by how Kavasa wielded her voice. Nava knew 
that running from the situation wouldn’t solve anything. She was skilled, but not skilled enough 
to avoid the Nourisher authorities in the Abundant Lands. She took a moment to hug each of her 
wards as they giggled in a cuddle puddle on the ground. She knew that by the time their systems 
had cleaned themselves out, they may be able to appreciate that small gesture. 


Nava’Rix spoke with the inspiring tone of leadership and confidence, grandly gesturing with her 
long slender arms, “We’re off to the courthouse, come on team, lets face this head on!” She 
announced, as her face split into multiple layers. The visible brown outer layers remained 
confident as the deeper layers wept. The walk was short, but every foreboding step she thought 
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about her future. She knew the punishment Nourishers faced when their entourage was caught 
participating in the Third Test. 

Every Nourisher she’d seen banned from leading an entourage in Fulfillment had committed 
suicide within the month. Their inherent self hatred too strong to endure life without the constant 
stream of positive feedback they required from their entourage to survive. Even as she prepared 
herself for this feeling of inevitability, her outer layers did what they could to support her 
entourage, leading them to the colorfully decorated courthouse with a line going out the door and 
around the block. 


Nava’ Rix hated that she couldn’t express her true feelings. Even as she maintained a posture that 
was dignified, upright and refined, it felt like her innards were a wriggling ball of snakes trying 
to tear themselves away. She felt an overwhelming terror that by sharing her sadness, everything 
she’d done to help her entourage learn and grow would be nothing in comparison with her petty, 
self centered needs. She confidently led her entourage to the end of the line. Government 
officials patrolled back and forth offering a visage of civility and kindness. They stopped to have 
brief, cheery conversations with those who waited, offering tea and cookies. Nava’Rix shuddered 
at the thought that the last smile she may see would be the performative bullshit her people were 
so naturally adept at. She took a warm disposable cup of tea—the aroma that greeted her broad 
nostrils was an immaculate blend of green with a hint of bergamot. The little disposable cups 
were emblazoned with happy cartoons of judges, bailiffs and plaintiffs all holding hands. Nava 
hated that both the desire to help people feel better, and the desire to twist the knife in those who 
had faltered were both present even in these stupid little cups. 


The line slowly moved forward for an hour, it was apparent that this courthouse was for those 
who participated in the Third Test based on the scale and composition of the plaintiffs. Massive 
transport vehicles trundled out from under the courthouse, taking those who had devoured others 
to deport them, exiling them from the Abundant Lands. The only people who walked out were 
the Nourishers who had been cultivating these entourages. Nava watched as each left with a 
tattoo of opaque black and white on their throat. It informed all who saw them that they were 
responsible for the crumbling of civility, the collapse into violence, and let outsiders know that 
they are banned from cultivating an entourage for Fulfillment. 


By the time they got to the courtroom Nava’rix was paralyzed with terror. She knew this had 
been a risk of cultivating her wards through the third test. The courtroom was brightly lit with 
comfortable seats, everything was uncanny in how meticulously it was placed. Everything from 
the arc of the seats to the height of the throne, was structured to emphasize the judge’s power and 
fan her ego. Nava’rix made sure to re-up her entourage with chemicals to keep them feeling 
good, knowing that erratic or dangerous behavior here could get them executed instead of exiled, 
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and even if she would never see them again she still felt her responsibility as a nourisher to care 
for her wards. 


The judge’s voice was filled with a saccharine conceit that grated deeply on Nava, “Welcome 
Nava’rix. I have to say it’s an interesting decision to let one of your entourage stream the third 
test.” She mocks in false civility, staring down on Nava’rix with a haughty disdain swathed in 
kindness. The judge brought up video footage from the stream, Ao-ia’s perspective highlighted 
as she consumed a Swarmling before heading outside and shouting out Nava’rix to her stream. 
Nava wanted to scream but maintained her false smile for the sake of her wards. “Yes judge. I 
only ask for mercy for my entourage. I pressured them to engage in the Third Test against their 
will. I used a combination of persuasive and chemical tools to modify their behavior, and they 
have no responsibility for these actions. Please, reassign them to a more responsible Nourisher so 
that they may see what it’s like to have their needs met within the bounds of the law.” 


None of this was true of course, but Nava’rix was desperate, her carefully crafted self image was 
crumbling, she needed to think of herself as a good person, a way to feel like she’d made an 
honorable sacrifice to cling onto the feeling that she deserved to live for a little longer. Nava’s 
nails dug into the umber flesh of her thigh. The judge saw this behavior all the time and wasn’t 
buying it. “Regardless of influence, the punishment for participating in the third test is exile. 
Each of you can choose whether you’re deported to the lands of the Swarm, or the Paragonas.” 
She spoke in slimy mock sympathy, having bailiffs escort Nava’rix’s entourage out for removal. 


The judge looked down on Nava’rix and proclaimed, “As you’ve already taken responsibility for 
this blatant disregard for sapient life, I have no choice but to ban you from cultivating an 
entourage for fulfillment, you lack the character necessary to represent this great sport. It’s such 
a shame, misguided people like you give the rest of us Nourishers a bad name. Here in the 
Abundant Lands, people are safe from the wars that rage elsewhere, they don’t need to fear being 
devoured. At least they shouldn’t, but there are those of us who lack... the basic compassion that 
makes someone a person, the ability to understand what really matters. You no longer represent 
us, and you never will again.” 


Four Nourishers surrounded Nava’rix, each placing a hand on one side of her throat, their 
tendrils drilled painfully into her flesh, injecting the darkness and light of branding to let all 
know what she was guilty of. On the surface the Nourishers were cheerful and supportive, but at 
a deeper level of the interaction they were intentionally triggering her nociceptors, wrenching 
incredible agony through her system. It all took less than ten minutes, she was branded and her 
life was over. The brand rose from her accentuated collar bone all the way up to the lobes of her 
large, perceptive ears. 
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Nava’rix trudged out the door and for the first time in her life she openly wept, she was a 
monster, she was useless. All she’d done was turn the other way, most Nourishers let their 
entourages engage in the Third Test, but Ao-ia’s stupid live stream ended it all. Nava was broken 
and empty. Without her entourage, she felt like pieces of herself were missing. All the 
opportunities for validation, for people reminding her how valuable and worthy she was. All of it 
was replaced with the growing emptiness in her core. She knew that she didn’t deserve to exist. 
Without her wards to structure how her subconscious built her body and behavior, she began to 
twitch. 


Emotions spilled out in thousands of expressions simultaneously, overlapping screams and 
wailing from her life of only expressing what would help those around her grow and holding 
everything else inside. The palpable anguish spilled out to everyone on the street, passersby gave 
her as wide of a berth as possible. While Nourishers often artificially inflated the emotions of 
those around them, once broken, all of that pain spilled back out into the world. Those who 
witnessed it were tormented by the soul that only lived for others, now forced to see its own 
reflection and find nothing of value. 


Nava’rix stumbled into the nearest bar she could find, needing something to obliterate her mind 
long enough to shield her from the pain. She ended up back in the Corvid’s Keep, most of their 
furniture shattered from the conflict, only a couple bar stools left intact. She sniffled to the 
bartender, “Please, I want the strongest thing you have!” The bartender scoffed, “We only serve 
law abiding folk here.” She gestured to Nava’rix’s neck and then the door. Nava lurched outside, 
crying against the wall. Everyone avoided her as if she was the plague itself. 


People didn’t like the manipulative behaviors of Nourishers in the first place, and once one lost 
their only desirable trait of being able to support those around them in growing and developing, 
that disdain rose to the surface. Nava watched through tears as people passed, she saw the 
contempt in their eyes unadulterated and raw. It was worse because she knew this was all her 
fault, she could have followed the rules, fallen behind but still gotten the chance to keep playing 
the game. Now there was no chance for her to ever prove she was a person, prove that she meant 
something, prove that she wasn’t just some overgrown piece of technology. 


Nava collapsed in on herself further, crumpling into a fetal position as emotions lashed out, 
expressing their myriad of forms over her surface and deeper layers. Then she felt a hand on her 
shoulder. Oh great, another Nourisher, some other coreless fake piece of shit was not what she 
needed right now, but even when she wanted to punch this grinning trash in the face, her instincts 
kicked in. Although her emotions were still sweltering within her, her subconscious drove a 
prosocial smile to her face, anguished sobbing cut off abruptly. “Hi there, I’m Nava’rix, how can 
I help you?” She cheered without missing a beat. 
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The other Nourisher laughed, her orange flowing hair bounced with a swirling effortlessness 
before returning to its perfectly-maintained deep side part. Her desaturated eggshell blue skin 
was drawn tight by a malicious grin on her face. She spoke with a combination of joy, victory, 
contempt and spite, “I’m Fassa and I know who you are, my entourage were murdered in that 
Third Test your wards streamed. I thought I was having a bad day, all of my investments had 
vanished. I felt like things couldn’t get any worse, but now I see you. You, the pathetic face of 
injustice that took away what I had, and I see you have even less. I see you for the empty shell 
that you are and it fills me with joy to know that even if I’m hurting, there’s some justice in this 
world because you’re hurting even more.” 


Nava continued to cry on the inside as false cheer permeated her outer face. Despite her anguish 
there was something nice about another Nourisher not bullshitting her with all this falsehood. 
She didn’t need to assume all the inner structures and dialogue because it was just out in the 
open. Being branded freed her from the particular falsehood that plagued so many of her 
interactions. 


Despite this, Nava couldn’t help but have her automatic systems bubble to the surface, her 
pathological need for approval finding the silver lining as a sing-song voice lifted from her lips, 
“T’m so glad that this could help you feel better.” She hated herself, but that little bit of feeling 
like she at least was doing something good for the world let her retreat from her self loathing for 
a moment. Fassa snorted hautily, her cobalt blue eyes crinkled in pleasure as she saw just how 
broken the villainized Nava’rix was. After a few moments of gloating she walked away, her 
silver tailored pantsuit shifting with each cocky step. She left Nava as she found her, a chaotic 
pile of emotions untethered from the positive feedback she needed to feel worthy. 


Nava felt broken and slunk back to her hotel. She still had it rented for 1 more night, a blessing 
since her money was no longer good anywhere. The enormous room was structured for 6 people 
of incredible mass, she sat on one of the beds alone and felt even more isolated than before. Each 
of the walls mocked her, at least they had a purpose, they kept out wind and rain. Not only did 
she not feel like a person, she felt inferior to all other technology, when left unattended she 
would break down and collapse into emptiness. She tossed her heels aside but didn’t have the 
energy to scrape off the black cocktail dress which wrapped around her slender frame. She cried 
herself to sleep, hoping she could find a solution tomorrow. 


When Nava’rix woke up, she felt the salty crystals of her tears embedded in her face, some at the 
surface level, some deeper within her. She collected her belongings and left the hotel, now 
homeless and hurting. She wandered aimlessly, wanting to find some way to be helpful, her mind 
was unravelling and the madness accelerated every moment. She gave away all of her remaining 
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funds to a beggar on the street for gratitude, just trying to keep her heart from crashing into an 
ever deeper abyss. All she had left was her shoes, her dress and her phone tucked into her bra. 
She felt her wandering was aimless, but when people on the street saw her brand and recoiled in 
disgust she pulled away. Her innate desire to create happiness drew her away from the more 
densely populated parts of town. 


She found herself in the Broken Neighborhood, seeing others like herself wailing in agony as 
they deteriorated. From one body dozens of faces would scream, every eye full of the desperate 
emptiness of an addiction that would never again be fulfilled. It was extra hard here, everyone 
who was branded knew they deserved to suffer. The otherwise positive subconscious behaviors 
that Nourishers were known for were warped and twisted. They supported each other in 
acquiring the abundance of suffering that each felt they deserved. Each body mirrored the others 
in aggressive and anguished cries. This was it, her life was over. She was the same as these 
monsters. These twistings of form had once brought such joy and power, but now they were 
simply embodiments of all that was wrong and violent in the world. 


The population in the broken neighborhood was low but highly interactive, the collective 
suffering was ubiquitous and everyone knew they deserved it on a fundamental level. Nava’rix 
wondered how long she could choose to live here: a day, a week? Was there any point choosing 
to live at all? She held on to her mind as best she could as her body both expressed her pain and 
reflected the pain of others beyond her control. She didn’t sleep that night, there were too many 
unmet needs, everyone screamed at each other into the night in thousands of voices. They 
chastised the branded for choosing to let their entourages participate in the Third Test, the 
devouring of other sapient beings. 


Even with less than a dozen people from the most recent round of convictions, there were 
hundreds of voices. Each called out, accused, tormented, they demanded the end of this waste of 
calories, flesh, and life. The branded all wandered here, their feedback systems drove them into a 
hole they couldn’t dig themselves out of. This is where they died, a public reminder that although 
the Third Test happened regularly, getting caught warranted the most terrible fate. 
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Chapter 2 


Nava felt the feedback system growing, the emptiness of her core absent the praise which kept 
her going left no self to fight back against the demands of a righteous suicide for her crimes. 
Then a hesitant voice called out through the chaos, “Excuse me, I’m looking for the recruitment 
bureau to join an entourage, I was sent by the hive of Kirix but seem to have gotten quite lost.” 
The opportunity to be helpful pulled Nava’s mind back from the brink. She instantly went from a 
gibbering pile of raging screams and pained tears to a perky, cheerful tone, her many faces 
collapsing into one cheerful smile, “I’d be happy to take you to the Recruitment Bureau, nice to 
meet you, I’m Nava’rix.” 


The Swarmling froze momentarily, the flutter of her iridescent vestigial wings fluttered to a stop. 
The shift from monstrous pain to instant support felt grossly manipulative, but she had a 
responsibility to join an entourage and acquire more resources for the Swarm. “Um, n-nice to 
meet you Nava’Rix. I’m Z157EXA.” Nava didn’t drop a beat. She wrapped an arm between 
Exa’s right shoulders and absconded with her out of the broken neighborhood swiftly, “It can be 
tough to find the bureau for new folks, it happens all the time. Congratulations on Kirix 
assigning you to entourage work! I bet you’ll intake tons of mass for Kirix and make many new 
Swarmlings after this cycle of Fulfillment.” She beamed. 


Exa’s pearlescent white irises beamed with hope from dark sclera. “Really? I know that things 
are different here from the hives, I was told not to split at 700 pounds of mass like everyone else 
does. I feel kind of guilty that I won’t be sacrificing myself so others can live sooner.” She 
admitted in a shameful voice, her short, perky antennae drooped in dismay, falling in line with 
her iridescent short curly hair. Nava’rix supportively put a hand on one of Exa’s 4 shoulders. 
“You're just investing long-term for the Kirix. Participating in Fulfillment requires persistence 
and I’m sure you’ll do great. If I were allowed, I’d be honored to take you into my own 
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entourage, you’re obviously going to do great things!” She offered, her tendrils adding a slurry of 


excited, positive hormones to Exa’s bloodstream. 


Despite the gross manipulative feelings, Nava-Rix’s words and actions were certainly an ego 
boost. It felt nice for someone to acknowledge Exa specifically, instead of just being part of the 
sea of Swarmlings back home. “I wouldn’t mind being part of your entourage, I think it’s so 
weird that in the Abundant Lands they’ve outlawed consuming other people. What about those 
who no longer serve their roles effectively? Are they allowed to just build up as ineffective 
refuse instead of being recycled to serve the community? How do you respond when short 
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sighted power hungry Paragonas attack? Just let them waste resources on the fight? Bringing 
their resources into greater collective use by the Swarm just makes so much more sense.” 


Each of Exa’s questions pulled Nava-Rix further from the brink and converted her sadness into a 
more manageable form as they approached the bureau. Nava answered as they went inside. 
“Here we’re civilized, we don’t just let arbitrary murder happen because it’s convenient and 
useful. If someone is inefficient we nourish them so they improve, there are none that are too 
broken to receive care. Paragonas may be power-hungry, but they aren’t stupid. It’s advantageous 
to team up with a nourisher to grow more powerful than to waste energy in fighting us. Because 
of this, we don’t have anywhere near as many attacks as you do on your borders.” Exa was 
deeply confused by how such a system could continue to function, but shrugged it off as they 
proceeded in line at the recruitment Bureau. 


The influx of new recruits was immense, but the systems in place swiftly connected them to 
Nourishers. Nava-Rix felt good putting Exa at ease. Seeing how much more confident she was 
gave Nava-Rix the sense that she was doing something good. This source of value fought back 
her internal voices that demanded she end herself, at least for the moment. She accompanied Exa 
into the recruitment meeting only to see Fassa sitting across from them at a table. 


Fassa’s desire to tear into Nava was counterbalanced by her instinctive need to make a good 
impression on Exa, “Welcome to the Abundant Lands Z157EXA! Kirix has volunteered you for 
the best opportunity you’ll ever get. The chance to learn and grow as part of my Entourage 
competing in Fulfillment!” She exclaimed with a dazzling flourish, each layer of her goo 
glowing in different colors to bring some extra excitement to the display. In false kindness she 
added, “Oh Nava, what an unexpected pleasure to see you here at the recruitment Bureau! With 
your brand and all, I thought it would hurt too much to come back here and see the life you’Il 
never be able to live.” Nava’rix flashed back an equally fabricated smile, “I was just helping Exa 
here find her way to the bureau, she seems like a great asset, you’re lucky to get the opportunity 
to cultivate her Fassa.” She returned, her internal systems bringing up a need to flatter Exa and 
support her emotions. 


Exa grasped her face in her long articulate fingers in embarrassment and laughed, “Ah shoot, I’m 
just doing my part for Kirix. It’s a shame you can’t cultivate entourages any more Nava’rix, you 
seem like you must have been pretty great at it. Hey, why don’t you join Fassa’s entourage with 
me? That way we can still work together even if you aren’t in charge of things.” Both Nava’rix 
and Fassa froze. There was a very clear distinction in Nourisher hierarchy between the 
sophisticated Nourishers and the less complete beings that made up their entourages. For 
Nourishers, the only thing stronger than their fundamental insecurity about their value was their 
arrogance in believing they knew better than everyone else how to make things better. Nava felt 
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the deepest of shame at the concept, to even be invited to an entourage felt like calling her an 
even lesser being than she already was. This shame clamored against her desire to cultivate Exa’s 
happiness. Her normally collected format got squiggly and diffuse, her faces losing definition 
and lowering resolution as she tried to process. 


Fassa was equally struck with confusion, no Nourisher had ever debased herself enough to be 
part of an entourage before. The part of her which fed on status hierarchies adored the concept of 
getting to rub Nava’s face in the fact that not only could she not have an entourage of her own, 
but she wasn’t even really a nourisher, just one of the savages that needed guidance. Ina 
saccharine tone she offered, “Yeah Nava’Rix, why don’t you join my entourage? Just ‘cause you 
couldn’t cut it as a Nourisher doesn’t mean you’re completely without value. I’m pretty good at 
cultivating my wards, I’m sure I’d be able to do something with you.” Nava’rix’s shame won 
out, “I couldn’t, I mean Nourishers just aren’t part of entourages. Sorry Exa, that’s just not how 
things work around here, Nourishers cultivate, we don’t follow.” 


Exa crumpled in defeat, her hands fell onto her gray slacks and pulled at them uncomfortably. 
This drove the support instincts in Nava and Fassa to spike immediately, “On second thought, 
there aren’t any laws against it, I would be happy to be on an entourage with you Exa. It’ll be 
easy, with someone as magnificent as you’ll become, I can’t help but at least be involved as part 
of the Fulfillment winning team.” Nava answered, terrified of what this would mean. Before she 
felt like a monster, deserving of her suffering, now she just felt like slime. She was below the 
value of any recognition, but part of her felt good about making Exa happy, and focusing on that 
was enough to keep her functional and sane. With that, Nava’rix became the first Nourisher to 
join an Entourage. This terrified her. Not only did she feel the shame of not being able to 
cultivate her own wards, she felt sickened by the fact that Fassa would need to invest energy into 
helping her, receiving support was a foreign skill and she already felt like a waste of energy as 
she was officially brought into Fassa’s entourage. 


Nava’rix and Exa went to a nearby waiting room while Fassa gained her 3 other wards for the 
team. They needed to wait for half an hour, but Exa had no problem being patient. She 
straightened out her simple gray blazer revealing the clean white shirt underneath. She unclasped 
the black seal of Kirix on her brown messenger bag and offered Nava in a cheery tone, “Want 
some fungal gum?” She held out a greenish block that had the pleasant aroma of a more savory 
mint chutney. Before Nava could respond, the next member of the entourage emerged from the 
interview chamber to meet Nava and Exa. 


The Paragonas swaggered in with a kind of cocky certainty that absolutely radiated confidence. 


She was an absolute titan of a woman at 78” and weighing over a full ton. She immediately 
scoffed at the duo, ““You’ve got to be kidding me, you pathetic little snacks are my allies? It looks 
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like I’m going to have to carry the team. I’m Caldera, and I’m the reason you lot won’t be 
eliminated round one.” Exa swiftly shot back, “Fulfillment is a team event, our victories and 
losses are thanks to our combined efforts, not just a single individual. It wasn’t just Laura that 
won last season, it was Viasa’s entire entourage. Anyway, I’m Z157EXA and this is Nava’rix.” 


Nava was a little bit more sympathetic to Caldera’s point. Although she had led a team a dozen 
rounds into Fulfillment successfully, she’d never had to participate directly herself. The team 
would need some heavy hitters to get them through the challenges while she learned how to 
contribute in this new way. She worked on diffusing the tension between the two, “Fulfillment is 
a team event, and we’re grateful such a skilled huntress as yourself could be-” Nava stumbled in 
emotional pain about not calling them wards, she was no longer a superior, but a peer which hurt 
her. “-One of our allies in rising to the top. Once Fassa recruits the others we should all get to 
know each other, team cohesion is necessary for excelling in the collaboration category of the 
Second Test.” 


There was no faster way to a Paragonas’ heart than flattering her ego, and Caldera was no 
exception. She took a seat next to Nava, puffing up with pride. The bright pink of her chest 
graduated into a calmer brown at her shoulders, hips, and sides. This shifted again at her elbows, 
tail and knees as dark green scales started sparse but grew thick and protective on her fingers, 
toes and the tip of her thick swishing tail. 


It wasn’t long before the fourth member of their team joined them from the interviewing 
chamber. The fiery red topless Verisk madly cackled as she leapt in erratically, rainbow 
mid-back-length box braids bouncing vivaciously with each bounding step. Her energetic 
expression was obviously fueled by a cocktail of stimulants and other psychoactive chemicals. 
“Heyyyyy!” She manically shook hands with Exa and Caldera, her cartoonishly enormous 
fingertips grasped with an aggressive intensity as she wrenched their arms around. Her voice 
rapidly spilled over itself as she spoke a mile a minute, “Nice to meet you, I’m Vizhel! I can’t 
believe that we’re on the first entourage ever to have a Nourisher in it! I’m excited to explore this 
new opportunity! My great aunt Shavarik built the first Nourisher just 50 years ago, and now I’m 
sitting on a team with one. It’s amazing how quickly technology gets integrated into our lives. 
Hey Nourisher, get me a quintuple shot of espresso.” She demanded with an impatient set of 
snaps. 


Vizhel didn’t even direct her attention Nava’s way as she continued to engage with Exa and 
Caldera. Despite the condescension, Nava’s addiction to being helpful was too strong. She 
bustled out of the bureau, her heels clacked on the pavement to a nearby cafe in order to grab the 
drink. Unfortunately thanks to her branding and lack of funds she was denied service. She ended 
up taking a free cup of water instead, using her tendrils to infuse it with caffeine and other 
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compounds to simulate espresso, knowing enough about Verisk psychology to add in a 
smattering of additional flavors and chemicals to stimulate novel experience and raise valence. 
She sprinted back and delivered the cup to Vizhel who took it and knocked it back without a 
second thought. “Oo, that’s spicy, good work.” She commended then dropped the empty cup. It 
bounced off her seaquinned sarong and rolled across the floor. 


Caldera looked on Nava with disgust, her sharp teeth bared as she sneered. “Since we’re on a 
team, that means we’re training partners, we’re more likely to win if you learn not to just take 
shit like that and stand up for yourself.” Exa was equivalently disgusted, but her displeasure 
turned on Vizhel. “Hey, we’re a team, Nava is a person just like everyone else here, and if we 
intend to win you need to learn to care for the group, not just take for yourself.” Vizhel laughed, 
“Getting upset over this is like getting upset that I’m forcing this coffee cup to hold hot liquid. 
That’s what it’s built for, and pretending it’s anything else is stupid. Don’t you like helping, 
Nourisher? Er, what’s your designation?” Vizhel asked, Nava immediately chiming in out of 
desperation, “Of course I want to help! I may be a member of this team but that’s no reason I 
can’t offer support where it’s needed. I’m Nava’rix.” 


The final member of Fassa’s entourage emerged from the interview chambers, another 
Paragonas. She locked her violet eyes with Caldera’s crimson irises, each trying to establish 
dominance as their stares held on one another. Their muscles tightened, a rising sense of tension 
palpable in the waiting room. The interaction was interrupted when Vizhel danced between them, 
breaking the eye lock. “New girl, your shorts have collected the coolest blue-brown callic dust! 
You must be from the quarries of Hazeltown, and left 13 days ago based on the deterioration of 
the callic. You know you can snort that stuff right? You see fairies made from vines of fire!” She 
excitedly interjected as she dragged her pinky nail across the newcomer’s denim shorts and took 
a quick snort. The new Paragonas scoffed, “Yeah I’m from Hazeltown since birth, there were 
finally enough strong acquisitions there that we were able to overthrow my mom, Hazel. Once I 
was free I decided to volunteer for Fulfillment recruitment so I never end up as an acquisition 
again. Fuck the rotting sand of that hell hole, I’m never going back. Since mining Callic is how I 
honed my strength, my name is Callica.” 


Fassa joined her now complete team just as Callica introduced herself. “Already bringing 
yourselves together, this is great. Since Fulfillment is a team competition, working together is 
vital, especially to succeeding in the Second Test. Since Vizhel is a part of this entourage and it’s 
against the Verisk faith to live in one place, we’ ll have to travel throughout the Abundant Lands. 
There’s a great hotel north of here we can use for the night. Tonight is for bonding, we’ll begin 
training tomorrow. I’m so honored to cultivate each of you as my wards, together we'll win 
Fulfillment!” She exclaimed, shooting Nava a look as she mentions cultivation. Nava continued 
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to project a putridly sweet smile at every person in the room, her face divided to give all parties 
full attention. 


The hotel was quite nearby, the receptionist immediately scoffed as Nava enters, “You can’t have 
an entourage, your money is no good here monster. Kick rocks before I call the cops.” Fassa 
swiftly responds, “Oh no, she’s not the leader of this entourage, she’s a member, and I assure you 
that you’ll find my money quite good here.” The receptionist startled slightly, unsure what to do, 
“Er, do you want a single room or an entourage suite?” Fassa made reassuring eye contact in an 
extra slimy way. “We’d love an entourage suite, thank you, and can you make a note about Nava 
here for the rest of the staff of her presence to prevent further confusion?” The receptionist 
nodded before handing Fassa the keys, which she distributed to each of her wards, keeping one 
for herself. 


The room was enormous and communal, with one enormous soft disc for a bed that took up the 
vast majority of the room, surrounded by broad tables. The room was divided into 4 arcs that 
designated different spaces without physically dividing them. The first was the entryway with 
closets lining the walls, essential oil air diffusers offering a soft lavender scent, mats to wipe off 
anything that had been stepped in, and additional storage space for any personal belongings. 
Most of the entourage used the storage while Vizhel tossed her overflowing bag of random junk 
onto the bed. Nava lacked enough possessions to have anything to put away. 


The second arc held the bathrooms. They had large spacious showers set up to drop water from 
the ceiling like rain over a vast area, with recessed areas for tubs and flatter spaces to stand 
comfortably. The third arc contained the kitchen and room service. There were refrigerators of 
immense scale, an enormous oven, a range, and an elevator specifically for food orders attached 
to an intercom. The final arc reached out to a balcony covered in plants, creating a natural retreat 
despite being in the middle of the city, a place to get away and recharge. 


Once everyone was settled, Fassa pulled a plush teddy bear out of her purse explaining, “In order 
to get to know each other, we have an exercise. We’re going to pass this bear around. When 
someone hands you the bear you say something you notice about them that you like, tell us 
something you’ve accomplished in your life that’s meaningful to you, and then pass it to 
someone else and say something you notice and like about them. I’m Fassa, and I’ve brought 3 
separate entourages to round 9 of fulfillment, getting the farthest of anyone in the city of Lavesk 
twice in a row, you’re in good hands. I appreciate the way your eyes are a pretty algae green.” 
She offers, handing the bear to Vizhel. 


“T appreciate your taste in rooms Fassa, this place is fucking baller. Though really an exercise 
like this would be way better with some Molly don’t you think? You two get on that.” She 
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vaguely gestured to Fassa and Nava’rix with her rainbow acrylic claws before continuing, “I’m 
Vizhel. I built a photonic radiative cooling based thermal engine out of insect carapaces and 
turned a lake into a hot spring with it. It was a bit more effective than expected and ended up 
cooking the local fish, so I fed a whole nearby village for a night! Now about that Molly...” She 
paused as Fassa’s tendrils permeated her cheek, infusing her bloodstream with the desired drug. 
Nava followed suit, pumping Exa full of the empathogen. Despite being a demanding jerk, 
Vizhel was right that this would likely cultivate stronger bonds and Nava was happy to take good 
advice regardless of source. Vizhel continued, “I fucking love you all, umm who to pass the bear 
to? I like the way your posture is so strong and badass, the 2 degree twist between your third and 
fourth cervical vertebrae is a beautifully subtle shift that makes it look like you’re ready to eat a 
lion.” She growled in a lascivious voice, tossing the bear at Caldera and cackling as the MDMA 
started to mix with the slew of other chemicals already swimming around in her brain. 


Caldera deftly catches the stuffed animal, her vice-like grip almost ruptured the bear. “I like that 
you’re unafraid to take risks in new environments, nice suggestion with the Molly. I’m Caldera 
and my list of accomplishments is far too vast to squeeze into such an exercise. As we win 
Fulfillment you’ ll witness many more, I guarantee it. One of my more recent bouts of excellence 
was when there was an uprising of my acquisitions. There were over two dozen, all of them were 
healthy, strong, and well cared for. They worked my orchard to harvest fruit. The taskmaster I 
had organizing them planned this insurrection to overthrow me. She waited until I was on the 
front lines against the Swarm to set up an ambush on my return, but I could smell the trap the 
moment I set foot back on my estate.” She tilted her chin up with a confident bluster, her dark 
green pixie cut flipped back momentarily before she continued. 


“The foliage from the trees had been left unclipped which obscured vision between the orchard 
and the estate. There was no way they’d risk the beating that came with a failure to keep my 
orchard clean, so I knew it was intentional. I took an alternative route through the river which 
winds through the orchard, they were in squads of three and easy pickings. That day I hunted 
down each and every one of those acquisitions and devoured them.” Caldera proudly rubbed her 
substantial stomach, a testament to what happened to those who denied her spilling forth from 
under her desert camouflage crop top. She continued. “I got sloppy near the end, I thought since 
I’d taken all but one down, there was no way the remaining acquisition could be a threat. She’d 
set a trap and got me with some paralytic venom. I felt it start to take effect and held still. 
Thinking she’d been successful, she came out and I snapped her neck real quick before 
succumbing to the paralysis. It was a good two days of being stuck before my body managed to 
get moving again. That was too close of a call, so I decided to leave my estate and join 
Fulfillment, I didn’t have any remaining acquisitions to manage and this is a great opportunity to 
improve myself!” 
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Caldera thought about who to hand off the bear to before Exa interrupted, “Excuse me! Are you 
seriously saying that one of your greatest accomplishments was squashing a slave rebellion? 


7? 


Fuck, Callica just got her freedom through one of those!” Callica immediately piped in, “I’d 
have done the same thing if I were her, she’d acquired those people through her own prowess 
and skill. Instead of getting upset, get good enough that you can do better. If Acquisitions rebel 
it’s their owner’s right to do whatever they please about the situation.” Caldera fiercely agreed, 
“Just as it’s the responsibility of anyone who has been acquired to plan their escape and start 
acquisitions of their own. Callica here took control of her own destiny by revolting against 


Hazel, every situation is an opportunity to become stronger than you were yesterday.” 


Exa groaned and shoved her head in her hands, “I'll never understand how you Paragonas made 
it so far with such backward views, all of this infighting is such a waste!” Caldera threw the bear 
to Exa, offering, “I like that you’re willing to speak your views and your truth even to folks who 
can kick your ass, that takes a lot of guts.” Despite the highly adversarial discussion, Caldera 
didn’t seem to have any ill will toward Exa or the disagreement in general, seeing it as an 
opportunity to witness strength. Fassa swiftly put a hand on Exa’s shoulder, lowering the 
intensity with some mellower compounds interfacing with her GABA system. 


Exa took a slow breath and shook her head as she gently held the bear, “The things I tolerate to 
serve Kirix. I guess I like your honesty. No offense to Nava’ Rix or Fassa, but being in the 
Abundant Lands is weird. The Nourishers are so fake about everything, at least I know you mean 
the bullshit you say and I have to respect that. For my accomplishment, according to census data 
of the Kirix hive, last year we managed to triple the size of our territory spreading into 
previously Paragonas land. We accomplished this through a new initiative to increase road 
diffusion, enabling a faster supply of reinforcements on the front lines.” Callica interrupted 
eruffly, tapping a sneakered foot impatiently, “So were you fighting on those front lines? 
Building those new roads?” 


Exa blinked, “No... I worked in the mail room, but the territory couldn’t have been acquired 
without every Swarmling working on the task: those who build the roads, those who fight, those 
who farm fungus or spread information. Every part of the system is needed for success.” She 
fiddled in her messenger bag, and searched for her mailroom ID. 


Callica laughed, “Are you seriously saying your biggest accomplishment was sending letters as 
part of a desk job?” 


Exa stopped her search and nodded. “Of course! Administrators who collect data in the hive 


noted that with proper information dispersal, there was a 30% reduction in wasted time from 
people engaging in overlapping and unnecessary tasks. I understand the value of filling a role 
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that helps the community based on whether it’s useful instead of whether it’s flashy or cultivates 
status.” Nava’rix and Fassa both maintained positive and supportive outward appearances as they 
went into crushing emotional spirals about their own needs for status and how much they craved 
it. 


Exa slid the bear across the bed to Callica, “I like your accent, you enunciate clearly without 
falling into that artificial structure that separates language from person.” Callica chortled, “If you 
don’t speak clearly, it’s hard to organize a rebellion. I like how even when your wings are closed, 
they glisten like morning light. An accomplishment that meant a lot to me was developing a 
tonal language that could overlap with the phonemes of the common tongue. It let the 
acquisitions of Hazeltown communicate through pitch on a secondary level without letting my 
mom know what we were up to. I set up a trio of songs that would help people learn the basics 
that also synchronized with the rhythm necessary to break up callic with pickaxes. I learned to 
hold multiple strings of language simultaneously using different structures for how they convey 
information, and it was tough.” As the Molly flowed through her, she took a breath and shivered 
with pleasure, setting the silver scales on her tail clanking together with a sound that resembled 
a wet windchime. 


“Getting the language spread to the others without Hazel finding out was even harder,” Callica 
continued in a clear, relaxed voice. “The enhanced organization let us plan our rebellion in the 
open despite there only being eight of us acquisitions. Even though I had the honor of shoving a 
pickaxe through Hazel’s face, I think the language was a more skilled leveraging of resources to 
improve myself and my situation.” 


Vizhel piped in. “That’s so fucking cool! What relationships of pitches and cadences did you use 
to encode information? I want to learn! Fuck phonemes, pitches for days, bitches!” She laughed 
and rolled closer to Callica on the bed, fingers reaching out to stroke her dust-colored thigh. 


Callica joined in on the laughter, “It is pretty fucking cool, and was a necessary step in acquiring 
my own power in the world. I guess the only person who hasn’t talked yet is the branded one. 
I’ve heard the madness that overtakes your kind once you’ve lost your flock leads to death. I like 
that even through this, you’ve fought to live and built a new path for yourself.” Nava’rix takes 
the bear as Fassa uses her tendrils to pump some Molly into her. She wasn’t accustomed to being 
touched by other Nourishers. It was terrifying and vulnerable to let someone access her 
neurochemicals like that, but it wasn’t long before she was feeling pretty positive, the chemicals 
easing her anxiety and lowering her inhibitions. She was so accustomed to manipulating others 
that she felt out of control being modified herself. 
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Through Nava’s positive unease she spoke, “I appreciate the way your heart feels Callica, under 
this chemical modification I feel like our heartbeats are in sync, and there’s something beautiful 
about that.” Callica wriggled closer on the bed, and they both put their hands on each others’ 
chests. Callica’s palm rested on Nava’s cocktail dress while Nava’s pressed against Callica’s 
black sports bra. Each heartbeat resonated with joy and connection. Giddy smiles overtook both 
of their faces as Nava’s golden eyes sparkled in appreciation for Callica’s luxurious navy blue 
fishtail braid. Nava’rix continued: “As for an accomplishment. In my previous entourage, two of 
my wards were getting into fights all the time. Things would just come to blows at least three 
times a week and it was seriously inhibiting our ability to work as a team in the Second Test. I 
developed a stable regiment of giving them outlets for fighting in a controlled environment, so 
they could get out that energy with each other without actually causing long term harm.” 


Nava elaborated, “I mediated talk therapy between the two to find what the root of their conflict 
was and was able to diagnose that each of them had exes who they saw in one another. They 
were transfering bitterness from those past relationships onto each other. We worked together on 
healing those past traumas and with that, their social bond became exceptionally strong, not to 
mention their fighting practice helped them a lot whenever the entourage would go out for the 
Third Test. Fassa, I like that you decided to take me on. I don’t know what this journey will be 
like, but I know anything is better than the Broken Neighborhood, so I’m grateful despite it being 
weird that you took me on as a ward. This Molly stuff is pretty good by the way, want me to 
synthesize some in you?” 


Fassa declined the vulnerability of having Nava’rix mess with her chemical state with a brief 
gesture of her hand. As the bear completed its full cycle she beamed. “It sounds like we have 
quite an amazing array of people in this entourage! I’m honored to lead you in our journey 
through Fulfillment. Now that we have a seed of knowledge about each of you, let’s connect 
more over dinner! All of you work to expand your capacities and let’s do this!” she exclaimed to 
the cheers of the entourage. 


Chapter 3 


Nava’rix wasn’t sure exactly what to do about dinner, she had always eaten from a purely 
utilitarian standpoint, making sure she was physically capable of executing her tasks to support 
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her wards. Her responsibilities had shifted now that she would actually participate in fulfillment 
first hand, new fear loops popped up about being useless and unworthy of her place on the team. 
She became aware that a full meal for her wasn’t even a snack for Exa, the second smallest 
member of her team. This felt like a new way to let everyone down. She couldn’t cut it as a 
Nourisher cultivating others, and feared she’d fail just as spectacularly because she wasn’t 
skilled at this either. Fortunately the Molly coursing through her system let her take an emotional 
step back away from the crushing fears of failing to serve others and just be exactly where she 
was without shame or judgment. 


Fassa ordered room service for her entourage, getting a variety of different options to effectively 
collect data on what people were drawn to. Service was swift and within a couple minutes the 
elevator in their room opened with a cart overflowing with a myriad of tasty dishes clocking in at 
over 400 pounds of food! Fassa, Nava’rix, and Exa immediately started distributing the contents 
of the cart across the arced tables that surrounded the giant central bed, making sure broad 
swaths of many options were available from any location. Vizhel immediately started piling up a 
platter with all kinds of disparate items, smothering sourdough bread with tingle peppers, 
mashing a fruit salad in durian paste, and generally piling things together with an eye for 
combinations she’d yet to try instead of prioritizing a specific pallet. 


Callica was humbled by the spread, smelling the aromas wafting through the air with a powerful 
appreciation, “Back in Hazeltown we ate worker paste to keep us functional, it’s only been since 
I liberated myself that I learned food has flavors; it’s so amazing!” She beamed, grabbing things 
at random to explore the many options that were available here in the abundant lands. Exa 
observed the social norm of pulling from a variety and emulated that to minimize communal 
disturbance and optimize for group cohesion. Caldera scoffed, drumming her fingers across the 
desert camouflage leggings that struggled to contain her impressive form. “This is it? I thought 
you said dinner.” Fassa tensed up, the feeling of failing one of her wards ripping through her, 
swiftly responding, “It was silly of me to think this would be right, what can I get for you 
Caldera?” 


Caldera blinked with a snort, as if the question was too basic to even ask. “I don’t know about all 
of you, but I’m here to win Fulfillment and sculpt myself into a devourer on par with the 
Edgeless: These dishes can’t even fight back! How am I supposed to push my limits with this?” 
She demanded, flicking a piece of kielbasa off the platter onto the floor. “I know none of you 
know what it takes to be on top, but I can assure you a pitiful snack like this isn’t it. I say we do 
some reconnaissance, figure out what prey we can get out in the city, and take what we need.” 


Vizhel chimed in, “I mean we could totally do both, try all these awesome things and go out to 
explore what opportunities this city bears.” 
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Nava panics, piping in, “As a branded Nourisher I have to recommend against this. The Third 
Test is illegal, and if we get caught you’ ll all be banned from the Abundant Lands and Fassa here 
will be fucked. Maybe alternatively we could increase the scale of the meal, and train the 
fighting mechanisms you want, analyze what muscle groups need exercising and build in a way 
to simulat-” 


“This is the problem with you Nourishers,” Caldera brashly interrupts. “You always think some 
symbol is the real thing. You dive into these worlds of abstraction and lose the world of the flesh. 
Exercises aren’t the same as taking in prey that’s fighting to survive, it doesn’t train you for the 
desperation, how to take advantage of when they panic, what to watch out for in how they lash 
out. Exercises aren’t experience.” 


Callica appends. “You’re both right. Nava’rix, an exercise isn’t the same as the actual fight. 
Other acquisitions failed to liberate themselves in Hazeltown because they didn’t accept that this 
was true. However there were just as many who went off half cocked and lost themselves to 
Hazel because they were overconfident in their skills, ignorant that there were much bigger fish 
in the pond. Let’s use tonight to prepare, collect information, see where people hunt, do some 
research on where and why people get caught, find who dies to turnabout, etc. Caldera, you 
won't collapse into nothingness with a single night of eating food that doesn’t fight back, and 
there are practical values of increasing capacity. You aren’t a Nourisher and can’t have eyes in 
the back of your head. In a place with this level of population density, it’s not just the 24 
acquisitions on your estate. If push came to shove with adversaries near your level, Nava and 
Exa would be next to useless at their current capabilities. I get that you’re good, but since we’re 
training partners right now I’m not going to let you waste this opportunity for us to grow through 
Fulfillment by barreling off with a short sighted plan.” 


Vizhel shoots back, “Plans are for idiots, there are infinite variables in reality that you can’t plan 
for, you need to just keep acting and respond to the feedback in your environment. Don’t let your 
actions calcify into some bullshit when you could be trying when you could try a new path that 
might work out even better! You start thinking the map is the territory and BAM! Someone eats 
you and cuts off your opportunity to try new things ever again as you’re relegated to the static 
format of death.” 


Despite Vizhel’s perspective, Callica’s argument effectively reached both Nava and Caldera. The 
larger Paragonas grumbled, “No, Callica’s right. Being strong isn’t an excuse to be stupid. I’d 
overfit my model to being the strongest around and here in the Abundant Lands there aren’t just 
bigger fish, there are fish bigger than my whole lake. We should collect information for however 
long it takes to get these two into shape where they can be meaningful assets when shit goes 
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down, we have 3-7 weeks before the next round of Fulfillment starts depending on how many 
teams are lost to the Third Test. Let’s make sure our plan at least lets us pass the first round.” 


Throughout the heated conversation, Fassa dashed around providing nootropic stimulation that 
helped her wards more easily model each other’s perspectives and find what they agreed with. 
This helped the otherwise confrontational elements from Vizhel and Caldera coalesce in greater 
alignment with Callica’s plan. “I’m here to support, I lost my previous entourage to the Third 
Test, and Nava’rix lost her personhood to it,” she piped in. “I won’t stop you from participating, 
just make sure that you don’t get caught. Only hunt when the rewards are worth the time and 
energy you put in. Any time wasted on things that aren’t effective is time not spent training for 
the First and Second Tests.” The strong leadership qualities in her voice reinforced an aura of 
confidence in her entourage. Each ward nodded in agreement. 


While the others were embroiled in argument, Exa invested that time to make progress toward 
their long term goals in a way that was accessible in the moment. She’d gorged on the wonderful 
feast spread before them, packing away curries and roasts, giant bowls of udon and highly spiced 
lentils. She’d made stable progress on sandwiches, pizza, fried chicken, hundreds of dumplings, 
and had left the previously overflowing tables bare. Her azure belly bloated extensively to 
accommodate the massive meal, surging forth into a huge gurgling orb that churned away at its 
substantial supper. Her translucent skin revealed the sloshing mass within her. The final platter 
was placed back onto the arced tables, its empty form rattling against the surface. 


Exa loosed a loud rumbling “BUOOOORP’” belch that echoed through the entourage’s room as 
its squelching tones burbled juicily over each other. The deafening eruption shook forth for a 
solid five seconds, rattling the empty platters before rumbling to a wet and bassy finish. Caldera 
laughed. “For all the shit talking Callica and I were doing, maybe you aren’t so scrawny and 
worthless after all!” 


Exa crinkled her nose to the side before answering very matter of factly, “URRRP. We were 
given the task of increasing capacity by our leader and I had the capability to engage in that task. 
Why would I waste time that could be spent serving the greater goals of our group? I didn’t have 
conflict with any of your plans, so I invested my time where regardless of the specifics of the 
plan, we would be able to more effectively tackle it moving forward based on the known greater 
objectives. Callica’s plan is good, we can collect information and make sure that when we act 
we’re properly prepared. And Nava is right that we should practice exercises before we engage 
in the real situation. Caldera, you have experience on the front lines of the war between our 
people, what areas are most effective for us to train in to effectively be able to devour? Of course 
we'll need a lot more dinner if we intend to effectively grow.” 
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Fassa happily obliged, ordering more room service for the entourage and sending back the 
emptied cart. 


Caldera’s tone grew much more respectful as some of Exa’s strengths became more apparent to 
her, “Well, the most important thing is being able to move. It doesn’t matter if you’re fighting 
Paragonas, Swarmlings, or even a crazy Verisk. If you get out-maneuvered you lose access to 
leverage and greater sensory control of the situation. Build some nice strong legs and practice 
moving even when glutted. Perception is also incredibly important, not all of the things you 
exercise are muscles. Practice predicting how people will move and behave based on what 
they’re currently doing, make a conscious effort to notice when people do something unexpected, 
and recalibrate from there. Of course build up the strength of your peristalsis to handle ever 
larger meals. While eating, your vision is partially obscured by prey, your center of gravity is 
shifted, and their movements will erratically impact how you function: learn to take the areas 
where these are challenges and hone them into advantages.” 


Nava’rix and Fassa nodded in agreement based on what they’d observed nourishing previous 
entourages. Nava chimed in, “Also, learn the strengths and weaknesses of your team. My 
entourages all did pretty well in the Third Test, and you can rely on how prey will respond to 
your allies to make their behavior easier to manage and manipulate. Learn when your team will 
likely be under threat and how to mitigate the chances that things go wrong.” 


Although Exa appreciatively learned from Caldera’s words, the team aspects Nava’rix described 
were in a much closer to native format with how she thought. She increased her observations of 
each of her allies as they moved and responded to stimulus in the environment. 


“And practice being able to shift your behavior immediately as new information becomes 
available, no matter who you’re up against, if you become predictable it increases their chances 
of figuring out how to exploit your system,” Vizhel appended manically. 


The second, far more abundant round of dinner arrived, making the first cart seem like a paltry 
snack in comparison. The wonderful feast sprawled over multiple carts with everything from 
lasagna to burritos. Callica happily dug into her plate, taking single mouthfuls greater than the 
expanse of Nava’s entire meal. She repeatedly groaned out in pleasure as she was exposed to 
concepts like savory, spicy, and sweet, that had been depressingly absent from worker’s paste. 
There were textures now! Some things were crisp or crunchy, tough, gooey, and so much more. 
She took a moment to pause, grateful for her liberation from Hazeltown. This was a reminder 
that her years of planning, patience, and finally revolution were all worth it. While Callica had 
never participated in the predatory arts, she was strong from a lifetime of hard work and was 
decently capable of packing away these wonderful foods. 
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Nava’rix had always viewed the consumptive training of her wards from an outside perspective, 
seeing how they improved in relation to where they were previously, but now that she was 
directly involved, her mind boggled at just how much food this really was! Unlike the false 
discrediting of Exa’s inability, Nava’rix was many orders of magnitude less capable of 
consuming than everyone else on the team. She tried to hide her shame and self disgust with a 
smile as she grabbed a chili cheeseburger dripping with beans, caramelized onions, hot sauce, 
and a hearty helping of lettuce and diced tomatoes. 


She looked at the burger and was overcome with dread, it was so large and intimidating, could 
she even eat half of it? She needed both hands to hold it, and wasn’t sure she could even open 
wide enough to take a reasonable bite! Her shame at her inability fought with her instinct to be 
helpful. Part of her knew that she needed help, and it was a disservice to her team to pretend she 
was more capable than she was. She already felt useless, and the concept of asking for help 
instead of providing it just drove her deeper into depression. Her face started to fragment as the 
internal emotions boiled to the surface, pulling her visage closer to how it was when she was in 
the broken neighborhood. 


Fassa, Exa and Vizhel immediately noticed the deterioration and shifted their attention to Nava, 
making her even more self conscious in the process. Vizhel rolled her enormous green eyes, 
“Nourishers weren’t built to be actual people, this is way outside of her system specifications. If 
she breaks, I hope it happens with plenty of time for us to get another teammate for the entourage 
before this next cycle of Fulfillment begins.” Fassa shot back, “Maybe for a less capable being 
than myself, but I’m sure even with this minimal baseline I can get her into shape.” 


Fassa sat next to Nava, putting a hand on her shoulder. She was torn by a desire to gloat at 
Nava’s failures and her need to help. This needed to be addressed if they had any chance of 
doing well in Fulfillment. “Hey Nava’rix, I see you haven’t touched your burger yet. Are you 
doing okay?” she asked in a therapeutic voice, although the natural falsehood of Nourishers’ 
speech pairing with the invitation to vulnerability made the statement feel like a hideously 
dangerous trap. Despite all of the parts of her screaming to put on a strong image, Nava admitted 
in a defeated voice. “I need help, I don’t know what to do, but I want to fill my role on the team, 
I know it’s different now and that I should be grateful to be alive and still able to contribute, I 
just feel so useless,” she lamented, dropping her burger back onto the plate, chili splattering 
everywhere. 


Fassa sighed, grabbing the partially splattered chili cheeseburger and lifting it toward Nava’s 


lips, “In order to eat you’ll need to make sure you have at least one mouth available on your 
face.” Nava shoved her off the bed, sending the already partially destroyed burger flying across 
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the room, slinging chili and onions all over the walls. “I know you need a fucking mouth to eat, 
don’t be a patronizing bitch here, asking for help is fucking hard!” 


Everyone paused. Vizhel noted, “Nourishers don’t let their emotions interfere with pro-social 
behaviors that much, this vulnerability thing may be breaking her systems. Are you sure we can’t 
just get another real person at the recruitment bureau instead of this piece of tech? Nourishers are 
like planes, you only need one to get from point A to point B, and they make that job easier, but 
you don’t need 2, you can only fly one at a time anyway. Fassa is dealing with our chemical and 
emotional optimization, so having this second broken branded one is just kind of redundant and 
useless.” Nava collapsed inward even more upon those words. Her sensation of being a broken, 
useless tool inflating to overtake her. 


She wrapped her arms around her knees and curled into a semi-fetal position and cried. Fassa 
used her tendrils to suck some of the osteocalcin out of Nava’s blood stream and halt her 
freezing. “Okay, I’m sorry. Of course you know mouths are needed for food, I’m not sure how 
basically I need to break things down, there isn’t really a precedent for this and I’m just trying 
my best to help you out. I feel threatened by the fact that I don’t know if I can help you, and you 
know how that need to help feels.” Nava’rix sniffled, “D-did your inner system just force you to 
model vulnerability as a calculated maneuver to manage this situation? Manipulating me so I 
would feel better and the others wouldn’t be distracted from training? Fuck, why are we so 
fucking fake?” Fassa slumps next to her, “I know, it’s gross, but it kind of worked didn’t it?” 


Nava rested her head on Fassa’s shoulder and sighed “It kind of did, you’re an ass but you’re a 
good Nourisher.” She lamented, scrunching her face in begrudging agreement. Something felt 
nice about resting on someone else instead of feeling the constant need to carry everyone else’s 
emotions, to be their management system, to keep them active and functional, optimal and going. 
For the first time in her entire life it felt okay to rest. “Could one of you be useful and up my 
dose on this Molly?” Vizhel interrupted with a groan. “I think the broken is spreading.” Nava and 
Fassa immediately popped into falsely cheerful smiles, dashing over to Vizhel and pumping her 
full of empathogens leading her to grin ear to ear, “Okay, I was wrong, having two is great. 
Proceed.” She laughs as her high reaches new peaks, finger tips stroking over chili, bathing in 
the contrast of temperatures and textures as she grinds it into the sheets. 


Exa stepped up to Nava to tap her on the shoulder, but an additional face structured itself in what 
had been the back of her head, body shifting to give Exa the illusion of her full attention. Exa 
smiled. “I saw your burger kind of exploded, so I got you another one, want to try again?” She 
asked sweetly, holding out a plate with a second chili cheeseburger on it. 
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Nava took the plate and hugged Exa tightly, “Thank you. I do want to try again.” Exa grinned 
genuinely before returning to her own impressive gorging. 


Fassa enviously teased, “I don’t get how swarmlings do it, when they help it feels like they’re 
actually doing it for you instead of for themselves.” 


“They are, I don’t get it either, it’s like they seek status for the group instead of the group being 
a tool to seek status for themselves.” Nava snarked. Fassa picked up the burger and poked Nava 
in the nose with it, leaving a dollop ofchili on the tip. Nava glared in a combination of 
resentment, a familiar emotion, and gratitude, a foreign one. She bit into the burger, only 
managing to get a third of its height near the bottom causing the chili and onions to spill out over 
her, Fassa and the plate, “How the fuck can I not eat a burger? One of my wards started at being 
able to handle 50 of these in a sitting and I got her over 10,000 in a couple months! How can this 
be so hard?” 


Fassa contemplated how to help, having no experience with supporting other nourishers, but a 
strong basis from cultivating others. ““Well, you know how there are some wards that you can 
encourage to invest the extra effort by modifying your features to be more sexual and predatory? 
Where you move your mass around to look larger, craft a greater maw, et cetera. Try focusing on 
that energy and the food at the same time.” 


Nava hesitated. “My body just kind of does that when it’s effective to help others, I don’t know 
how it works, it just does. I can’t do this!” She groaned, collapsing melodramatically. 


Fassa took on a cheerleading tone which felt extra fake after the genuine care from Exa, “Seduce 
that burger, you’ve got this!” 


“Fine I'll try your stupid plan, you want me to seduce the burger, I’ll seduce the fucking burger!” 


Nava’rix locked her eyes with Fassa’s, her pupils dilated, and the scale of her eyes subtly 
increased to more effectively pull her in. Her lips softly opened, revealing a hint of her teeth and 
tongue. The geometry of her torso and head shift into an optical illusion that looked like she was 
both leaning back, enticing Fassa further in, while also leaning forward, a tension between 
making her work for it and showing interest simultaneously expressed. Her mouth opened slowly 
and lasciviously to greater proportions and she sank her teeth into the bun, sesame-seeded top 
pulling on her upper lip to accentuate its supple abundance. She arced her spine back while 
thrusting her chest forward in emulated pleasure. She engaged her core, pelvis pushing against 
the bed, grinding against the messy sheets as she swallowed, and tactically closed her eyes to 
engage a hint of mystery as the big bite descended into her belly. 
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She let her lashes flash open half lidded to engage with Fassa directly, pulling that space of 
mystery into power and arousal as her tongue darted out lasciviously to clear some errant chili 
from her cheek. Her eyes went back to normal and she blinked, “Holy fuck, your stupid plan 
worked! Er, Fassa?” Sheexclaimed in excitement before noticing the semi-delirious, horny 
expression on Fassa’s face. She looked around the room to see everyone gawking at her, loins 
alight from her seductive display. 


There was silence as everyone processed what just happened until Vizhel exclaimed, “Wait, why 
did nobody tell me that Nourishers could be used as Fuckbots? That was hot as hell for a 
scrawny twig!” 


Caldera nodded in agreement, “Anytime you want to practice eating a burger, please let me 
know.” 


Nava threw a pillow at her. “Come on! I was just trying to not fail the team.” 


Exa chimed in, “That did not feel very Nourisher-like, something about it felt... Real. No 
offense!” She scrambled at the end, eyes darting between Nava’rix and Fassa, hoping she hadn’t 
accidentally damaged the group cohesion with her words. 


Vizhel laughed., “I think that broke Fassa.” She flicked the side of the Nourisher’shead, “Anyone 
home?” 


Fassa’s autopilot immediately responded, “How can I help?” she chirped a saccharine tone, 
obvious that her instincts were running her system but her conscious mind was still entirely 
inaccessible. Once she managed to free herself from automatic mode she gasped, “I’ve never had 
someone look at me like that before...Nava, I felt valued.” 


Nava sheepishly looked away and murmured, “You are valued. Thanks for helping me.” 


Fassa reached her hand out, eyes darting away as her fingers grasped around Nava’rix’s. It was 
alien to both of them, feeling the sensation of touch without a specific objective to manipulate, 
just a freedom to be present. Without an objective, their tendrils could just feel one another, 
permeating deep through the fingers and palm, down through the wrist and into each other’s 
arms. After a few moments of connection they both hastily withdrew, the alien sensation of 
connection too overstimulating to hold for that much time. Fassa stood up, surveying her 
entourage, checking in on each ward’s needs. 
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Exa was slowing down in her gorging, the headstart she’d gotten on everyone bringing her 
dangerously close to full. Despite the protests of her stomach she diligently continued onward. 
Vizhel was leering invasively at Nava, her wide green eyes making no attempt to cloak her 
objectifying stare. Despite her verbal involvement, she’d managed to pack away quite a feast 
herself. The strange combinations of food prompted her stomach to let loose a distressed gurgle, 
“Ugh, peppermint jelly on orange scones smothered in channa masala and diced hot dogs does 
not sit well.” 


Caldera laughed. “What in the world made you think of combining that crap?” 


Vizhel shrugged. “I’d never tried it before, it was a new opportunity. I need to lay down.” She 
complained, flopping down onto the bed as her body continued to chastise her for her food 
choices with enraged gurgles. 


Fassa noted that Caldera’s confidence was clearly well founded. Her boasts about carrying the 
team looked very possible. She managed to consume more than the entire rest of the entourage 
combined, decimating many platters with ease. Judging by the satisfied groans of her stomach, 
this type of feast was barely pushing her limits. Callica dramatically appreciated all the tasty 
dishes, and had managed to consume roughly as much as Exa. She basked in the glory of getting 
to eat and relax, grateful that she didn’t need to go back to the quarry and get back to mining. 
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Chapter 4 


As the entourage’s 5 stomachs gurgled in tandem, Callica inquired, “Now that we’ve seen where 
our capacities are at, is there anything we can do to prepare for the Second Test?” 


Caldera groaned. “I could have tolerated that from Vizhel or Exa, but you’re a Paragonas, you 
should know better. The Second Test shouldn’t even exist. How the fuck is the Third Test illegal, 
but this useless nonsense that doesn’t mean shit when you’re staring down a hungry predator on 
the battlefield has fucking bonus points associated with it?” 


Nava and Fassa both jumped to attention at this assertion, words spilling over each other as they 
both attempted to fiercely defend the Second Test. “The Se-” “Just becau-” “-Civility and 
value!-” “-This isn’t working, Fassa you talk first and I'll follow up.” 


Nava and Fassa both paused to take deep breaths and calm down before Fassa continued, 
“Fulfillment is about cultivating an entourage that is deeply nourished on all levels. The First 
Test involves showing the conscious level of that physical nourishment, how much a ward can 
consume shows how a Nourisher has cultivated them to have more resources to invest in 
whatever task may be meaningful for them. The calorie is the fundamental measure of a unit of 
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energy capable of executing work, so we use this metric to express how much our wards become 
capable of investing energy to accomplish whatever work is meaningful to them in an unbiased 


99 


way. 


Caldera rolled her eyes, “Yeah, and that makes sense, it’s a direct parallel to skills you need to 
take what you want in the world. The First Test is the best thing to come out of the Abundant 
Lands, but the Second Test is bullshit.” She punctuated her declartation by slamming her fist 
down on one of the tables, breaking it with a single motion, “See, calories in, use calories as 
strength, actual output on the real fucking world, the First Test makes sense. I don’t see anything 
useful about the Second Test at all.” 


Nava’rix jumped in, “While the First Test checks how well cultivated an entourage is on their 
conscious ability to input nourishment, the Second Test is so much more!” 


“T can tell some flowery bullshit is coming. But please, proceed to tell me how this useless crap 
gives you insight into the abstract symbol of whatever,” Caldera snarked. 


Nava continued, “The Second Test is to express the integration of the conscious, subconscious, 
nourishment, communication, and alignment with the greater whole.” 


Caldera raised an eyebrow, “As I said, abstract bullshit. Pray tell, how does a stupid burp relate 
to any of that shit?” 


Nava’s voice took on a pompous grandeur as she elaborated, “Us Nourishers know that the 
involuntary subconscious drives are largely what governs behavior. With us it’s a little bit more 
obvious, but it’s true for everyone. Belching as a default is involuntary, a vocalization of the 
subconscious processes of the body metabolizing the nourishment it was given. Through taking 
the actions of the subconscious and bringing consciousness to them, the two modalities can be 
brought together into a greater whole. Just like we consciously speak using words, a belch is a 
communication from the subconscious, its message is often pure, simple and true.” 


“Youre talking about a belch like it’s a fucking sunset,” Vizhel teased. “I think I’m with Caldera 
on this one.” 


Fassa countered, “A well crafted belch is like a sunset! Just like there are different frequencies of 
light that express the beauty of a sunset, the changes in pitch and timber over time express the 
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harmony of a conscious and subconscious working in unison 
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Nava’rix added, “The Second test isn’t just about the conscious, subconscious, nourishment and 
communication though! Just as it seeks to unify the expression of conscious and subconscious 
it’s also a unification of the expression of the individual and the group. Each eruption has a series 
of overtones, there are harmonic structures that bring any of this spiral string of sounds to greater 
completion and expression. Just a single belch is the conscious and subconscious speaking 
through one voice, the combined eruptions of the group show how the individual can become 
more through the harmony of unity. Overtones that were barely meaningful to the fundamental 
frequency can be given completion in how they connect with the belches of others.” 


Nava and Fassa’s emotional treatise on why a belching contest is necessary as part of the most 
influential power structure on the planet only served to entrench Caldera in her views. “That’s a 
lot of words for ‘this can’t help you in a fight and isn’t worth the time,’” she scolded. 


Exa dartied in. “Building group voice actually sounds incredibly powerful, to know not only 
what your allies say they want from a conscious level, but letting intuition guide how we can 
help in ways they don’t even know they need. Why devalue that?” Caldera shrugged, “If helping 
them doesn’t directly make me more capable of winning a fight, I don’t see why I should waste 
my time.” 


Callica was partially persuaded by each argument and threw in her own perspective. “Leveraging 
the power of groups is necessary for cultivating the greatest individual power. If I hadn’t been 
able to coordinate with the other acquisitions and act as a unit to overthrow Hazel, I’d still be 
breaking up callic rocks today. Never forget that collaboration lets you leverage others to grow 
stronger. I’m open to trying and learning, all this talk about subconscious conscious connection 
reminds me of learning to meditate by shattering rocks. I could acknowledge where my body 
knew better than my mind how to get that pick axe at just the right angle and how they could 
work together to more effectively accomplish our task.” 


Despite coming out against it at first, Vizhel shrugged. “Eh, I’ve never tried that philosophy 
before, I’ll give it a shot and see where it leads. I’ve already seen the strength in letting mental 
resistance go to allow spontaneity to be a guide, I guess I could try having that spontaneity work 
with consciousness instead of just shoving the resistance out of the way.” 


Caldera grumbled, “I can’t believe that these two spout some poetry and all of you are willing to 
do something that doesn’t even help you fight. You bunch are lucky I’m on the team to carry 
you, because there’s no way you'd be able to make it past round one on your own letting this 
kind of drivel into your brains. Fine I’1l practice this bullshit with you, I'll obviously be better at 
it than you lot, but that’s just because I’m better at everything, even this bullshit that doesn’t 
matter.” 
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Although Callica saw nothing wrong with Caldera’s arrogance, Vizhel was tired of being talked 
down to, “Caldera, stop this shit, it’s obvious your operating system isn’t any more complex or 
valuable than Callica or Exa, you just happened to be born in better circumstances than being a 
slave or one of the generic masses that make up the Swarm.” 


Caldera flew into a rage. “How dare you! I’ve fought for everything I have! I’ve been on the 
front lines where it’s life or death, not in some mail room or breaking rocks.” Vizhel needled, 
“Callica got her liberation 13 days ago after years of planning, when was the first time you got to 
eat anything but worker’s paste?” 


Caldera blinked. “I was an acquisition of my mother just like Callica was. I needed to organize 
her library and manage the other acquisitions while she was out at war. When a message got back 
that she was lost on the front lines I took over her estate.” 


Vizhel continued to pry: “So you’re telling me that you had a cushy gig in a library and got to tell 
people what to do since birth, then inherited a bunch of wealth?” 


Caldera scoffed, putting on a confident and aggressive tone to hide her own insecurity, “You’re 
just jealous that you aren’t half the woman I am!” 


Vizhel laughed, “I grew up on the streets in Swarm territory. After I was delivered, my mom got 
hopped up on stimulants and went to a party; I never saw her ass again. I only learned about our 
family history years later when I built a simulation engine based on my genetic data to run 
possible behavior patterns based on the building blocks of her brain chemistry then using the 
Swarm’s archives to figure out who my family even was. Fuck! If I started with a castle and 
library I’d be ten times the woman you are!” 


Caldera stood up and snarled fiercely, ready to deck Vizhel, but both Fassa and Nava got a hold 
of her. They pumped an array of calming chemicals into her to mitigate risk, “It’s time to lay off 
Vizhel, nobody on the team benefits if you end up as a bloody smear on the wall.” Once Caldera 
calmed down, Nava headed to Vizhel and used her tendrils to support more openness and social 
bonding. Vizhel sighed, “Sorry Caldera, I just don’t like being talked down to like that. You’re 
definitely heads and tails above the rest of us at this predatory power thing, and that’s important 
to the competition, just don’t treat Callica, Exa and I like shit.” Exa piped in, “Or Fassa or 
Nava’rix either!” Vizhel shrugged, “I mean, treat tech like shit and you just need to build new 
tech, but treating people like shit has ramifications.” 
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Caldera scoffed, “Show me you’re valuable and I’Il treat you as valuable. Respect is earned, not 
given.” 


Exa popped in, “In the hives, people are respected as a baseline and only lose respect in result of 
specific action or failure. This generally increases the improvement in behavior of those who are 
producing a standard deviation down from the average over time to increase net value for the 
hive.” 


Caldera countered, ““What’s so good about taking people who suck and making them just 
unremarkable? You can’t cultivate greatness by making everyone just decent.” 


Vizhel groaned. “Thinking either way is right is dumb, spikier focus on the high performing 
outliers is good in certain cases and bringing up the baseline is good in others. All of you seem 
overattached to your ideas when it’s better to just do what fits the situation. So are we doing this 
Second Test training stuff or what?” 


“Yeah, with all your waxing appreciative about the Second Test do you even know how to belch 
on command Nava’rix?” Caldera sniped. 


Nava recoiled, her passionate words for the philosophy highly divergent from her embodied 
capabilities. “Well no, but that’s never been my job before. I know it has something to do with 
stomach musculature and modifying the spatial relationships between solids, liquids, and gasses 
internally in order to-” 


Vizhel, despite still feeling sick from her food combination, leered exploitatively. “-Maybe if you 
try working it like that burger...” 


Nava’rix was confused about how to respond. Her desire to be supportive of those in her 
environment encouraged automatic compliance with requests, but she was also uncomfortable 
with Vizhel’s denial of her personhood and simultaneous sexualization. While her mind 
processed, her subconscious spewed out a response out of habit before she could really think 
about it, “If it would help the group, I’m happy to.” Her anxiety was palpable, both from Vizhel’s 
leering and from her own inexperienced incompetence. “Can one of you folks who actually 
know how to do this give me any pointers? Caldera?” 


At this, Caldera froze before arguing, “I could, but I don’t think I could get down to a basic 
enough level to get you started. One of these twigs should do it.” 
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Vizhel started to needle again. “It sounds like you’re saying that because you can’t do it either. 
Was all your hating on the Second Test just because it was something the great and mighty 
Caldera isn’t good at either?” She mocked. 


Caldera scowled, “Why would I practice something that doesn’t matter? I’m probably better at it 
than any of you, but I’ve never wasted my time on such trash.” 


The more team-oriented Exa inquired with an anxiety-wracked voice, “As Caldera complained 
earlier, there is disproportionate weighting on the Second Test. If none of us are good at it, this 
may hold us back from moving to the next round. I’ve only experienced the involuntary version 
Nava and Fassa were talking about; I don’t think I’m bad necessarily, but I don’t really know it 
as a skill.” 


Callica shrugged, “I don’t have any experience either. Picking fights with Caldera doesn’t help 
us pass this round and have more opportunity to grow together. We need to address this issue.” 


Vizhel rubbed a hand over her distended, gurgling gut. “When experimenting with the nutritional 
requirements of my microbiome a while back, some of the critters in there made some pretty 
copious amounts of gas, I had to learn to vent in order to make it through the next leg of my 
experiment, so I did!” 


Fassa jumped in. “That’s another one of the network awareness level blessings of the Second 
Test, the relationship between bacteri-” 


Caldera cut her off, “Shut up already! You got us to agree to practice for the Second Test already, 
you don’t need to keep harping on more relationship philosophy bullshit!” 


Vizhel groaned as she hoisted herself up from the bed, most of the orange scone concoction 
having finally settled. “Since she’s at the most basic level and that burger thing really worked 
out, we'll start with Nava’rix as an example of figuring out the basics. Also Nourishers have a bit 
more Verisk anatomy as hybrids, so she’ll have increased stomach nerve density to actually learn 
this stuff and pass it on to all of you. First, let’s do some wardrobe adjustments.” She tore the left 
strap of Nava’rix’s camisole. 


“Ts that to change pressure on her chest for the eruption?” Exa asked, ready to take notes. 
“Should we get some seamstress supplies?” 


Vizhel shrugged. “Naw, just if she’s already going to use that seductive predator mindset to get 
good at this might as well make it hotter.” 


34 


Fulfillment 


Nava resisted her overwhelming impulse to be cooperative and tied the broken strap in a knot 
over her shoulder. She set a boundary in a firm tone, “I’m not an object Vizhel. You can’t just 
break my clothing or do things to me without my consent.” Vizhel rolled her eyes, “You really 
are a broken Nourisher.” Her tone grew more manipulative and mock injured, “I mean, if you 
really cared about all of us in Fassa’s entourage you’d do it. Don’t you want us to be happy? 
Don’t you want us to thrive and succeed? It hurts me that you’re so self centered that something 
as tiny as a little wardrobe malfunction would keep you from doing your part. Is that really what 
you want? Thinking only about yourself and failing to do your part for the team?” 


Despite Nava’s conscious mind being repulsed by Vizhel’s tactics, the way she understood her 
own value led her to give in. She untied the knot, letting the ripped camisole fall back down. 


Vizhel made a smug sweeping gesture indicating Nava to the rest of the group, “See. They aren’t 
people, you just throw some words and a little affect at them and they can’t help but fill their 
role. They exist to help.” 


Callica stepped between Vizhel and Nava firmly, “That’s some bullshit Vizhel. back at the quarry 
there were plenty of times where I’d need to submit to Hazel. It wasn’t because I wanted to be 
her acquisition, it was because she’d instilled all of the acquisitions with the belief that our duty 
was to serve her. Nava was recently branded, and if you can’t see how someone who was just 
ostrasized for breaking rules and not being a team player might be susceptible to coersion and 
still be a person, you’re dumb as shit.” 


Vizhel paused for a solid minute before nodding in response. 


“Okay.” Callica startled, having mainly argued with other Paragonas in the past, ““Wait, you just 
changed your opinion?” 


Vizhel shrugged, “T still think Nourishers are tech, but that part of my logic was flawed and you 
pointed out why. Continuing to believe something that isn’t true is dumb and stagnating. I prefer 
my life be new and different.” 


Caldera and Callica looked at each other in confusion. There was no protocol in Paragonan 
culture for how to respond when someone admitted they were wrong about something and 
changed their opinion so easily. How to respond was beyond them. Vizhel leaned around Callica 
to address Nava’rix, “They’re right, it was wrong to do that to you. You may be tech, but if you 
throw a phone off a roof top it’s not doing any favors to yourself or the phone. I’m sorry.” 
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Despite sucking at apologies, Vizhel’s intention to do better was apparent. 


Nava rolled her eyes and responded in a fusion of annoyance and mirth, “Calling me a phone 
isn’t exactly a great apology, but thanks. I request that you avoid using that exploit on me or 
Fassa ever again.” 


Vizhel narrowed her eyes, “I don’t like the concept of promises. They assume there’s no new 
information I could learn which would change my decision, so I won’t lie and say I promise. I 
see why in this context it was counterproductive, and will avoid it when I see the 
counterproductive context.” 


Nava knew that this was the best she was going to get for now and inquired, “Okay, so you said 
that since my nervous system is more similar to yours, we can figure this out together. What 
exactly do I need to do?” 


Vizhel tried to skirt around Callica to instruct, but Callica was less willing to tolerate her 
behavior than Nava’rix, keeping firmly between the two. “At the most basic level, you just want 
to move gas from your stomach to your mouth. Depending on what’s going on inside, there may 
be some around just based on how and what you ate, but if not you can swallow some air.” 


Nava’rix gulped in some air and instinctually let out a short quiet, “urp.” 


Despite her ability to be a jerk, Vizhel had no judgments about Nava’rix’s remedial starting 
place. “You’ve just gotten a voluntary eruption! That was just air with no texture or power to it. 
You need to take in more gas, and have it interact with the other contents of your stomach if you 
want something with a real dynamic range to it. You need to take advantage of all that’s inside 
you. How the gas flows in relation to the juices, the context of the bubbles forming and breaking 
are really key to taking things to the next level, and from watching Fulfillment competitions 
before, I have to tell you we have a lot of levels to get through before we actually have a 
chance.” 


Exa and Callica tried the swallowing air technique to see if they could go from involuntary to 
voluntary as well. Callica gulped down a substantial amount of air before letting out a powerful 
“BUUURP!” She experimented with using her mouth and throat to shape the sound as it flowed 
from her, finding a lot of the techniques she’d developed in learning about language were cross 
applicable in this new voyage into eruptions, managing a quite impressive blast on her first try. 


Exa was able to successfully bring air into her stomach, but wasn’t able to engage in the 
counterintuitive throat movements to let out an eruption herself. Her subconscious and 
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group-oriented thinking was much stronger than her forceful methods of self action., “Mine got 
stuck and it hurts,” she groaned. 


Fassa and Nava’rix came to Exa’s aid swiftly, rubbing her belly with gentle but firm motions to 
dislodge the inner gas bubble yielding a powerful, “BOrrRRuAAAAP!” That trampled through 
the room followed by a sigh of utter relief, “Getting that out felt so nice, thank you!” Exa gushed 
as her inner tension was released in a way that left her more relaxed and free. 


All eyes turned to Caldera who just scowled and glared, as the expectant eyes failed to leave her 
she groaned, “Fine!” Despite not being practiced, Caldera’s massive ability to intake gave her a 
strong foundation to work from. When she swallowed air, it was in quantities vaster than Exa’s 
entire meal. 


Despite Caldera’s incredible capability crossing over in that respect, she was far less capable of 
release. She let out a moderate “Euurp.” it was relatively loud and sharp, with a very thin 
auditory range, spiking briefly before vanishing into the aether. Vizhel laughed, “All that pomp 
and that’s all you got? Come on Caldera, I was expecting something at least a bit bigger from 
you even if there was no way you’d craft all that sunset frequency bullshit the Nourishers go on 
about.” 


Another short, loud eruption burst from Caldera’s lips, “UAP, fuck. I think this is gonna go on 
for a while, I got a lot in there, but an esophagus is meant to pull down not push -urrp- up.” She 
complained, much to Vizhel’s teasing glee. 


“Well, if you’ll be burping for a while, maybe we can use it as a foundation to practice those 
collaborative elements that Nava brought up about speaking through one voice!” Exa interjected, 
expressing how to see the silver lining in Caldera’s frustration. 


Nava was in full agreement with Exa that this could be an opportunity as opposed to a detriment. 
She let her tendrils infiltrate through Exa’s surface and digestive tract to jostle her stomach’s 
contents, setting them churning to free up internal gasses. After a moment she remembered that 
she was one of the wards instead of the nourisher and withdrew. She was so self conscious that 
she didn’t know what to do outside of helping others, even when she had clear instructions to 
practice. 


Fassa rubbed Nava’s shoulder. “It’s okay, I get that it’s hard to shift patterns. As long as you do 


your part as a member of the team, I have no problem with you doing a little extra support as 
well. After feeling so seen earlier, I don’t feel as threatened that you’re here to take my place.” 
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Nava’rix smiled in gratitude. She felt lucky that even though her life was wildly different now, 
she could still participate in some of the ways she knew how to meaningfully contribute. The 
sweetness of the interaction was interrupted by one of Caldera’s involuntary burps. Nava 
giggled, “Let’s figure out how to work together.” 


Since Caldera was erupting with such regularity, Nava decided to try and use that as a base to 
find how her own tones could relate to those of others. Now that her camisole was tied back up, 
she felt that she could probably embrace the release process more thoroughly if she embraced 
that powerful seductive energy that felt so right to her. It felt awkward to embrace that part of 
herself with Vizhel around, so she scooted to the opposite side of Caldera to free her mind of that 
leering association. 


Exa happily joined sitting by her exclaiming, “You two are miracle workers. When that earlier 
one was stuck it felt so awful, like a river being blocked off by unmoving garbage, but feeling 
this next wave churning in here is kind of empowering. There’s a dynamism and life it has to it, 
more like a river powerfully overflowing in a flood than being dammed up.” 


Caldera groaned. “Well, the blocked off feeling is pretty shitty. Care to get your tendrils in here 
so I can feel a little closer to Exa?” 


Fassa jumped into action, getting Caldera’s internal systems flowing, along with all the air that 
she’d swallowed at Vizhel’s insistence. Within her dwelled a ton of gas caught in the process of 
her obliterating such a feast. Fassa had her work cut out for her in prompting the movement that 
would liberate all the places that were pressurized and blocked. 


Nava tried a new usage of her own capabilities. She reached one hand out to Exa and one to 
Caldera, and instead of trying to fix, modify or upgrade anything about them, she focused on 
perceiving them. She listened to the feeling of their bodies, where walls became walkways and 
stagnation transformed into freedom. Instead of pumping emotions into them, she let their 
experiences flow into her, cutting into the boundary of them being 3 disconnected beings trying 
to coordinate, and let their edges blur together. Hormones cycled between them, the feelings and 
feedback loops each got to work together to share in their bounty of blessings. This feeling of 
overlapping systems was alien, invasive, and nutritious simultaneously. The trio’s eyes danced 
between one another as they each felt the internal burbling, gaseous bubbles which began to free 
themselves from the stew of digestive juices. 


the connection through Nava’rix, all 3 of them sensed a torrent of gas start to rise into Caldera’s 


throat. There was an anticipation palpable in the air as Exa and Nava’rix prepared to seize the 
opportunity, they supported their bodies in finding alignment with the power to come. Exa gave 
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her stomach a little shake to free up any errant bits, hoping to contribute something instead of 
being entirely drowned out my Caldera’s power. Nava brought her sultry predator energies to the 
surface, the fusion of authenticity and manipulation was doubly uncomfortable with how deeply 
she was networked with Exa and Caldera. As Caldera’s eruption reached the top of her 
esophagus a sense of panic overtook all three of them, eyes going wide at the pregnant moment. 
It felt like each was being pushed toward a precipice by her own body, where they would be 
dashed upon sharp rocks below. 


The air was electrified with a kind of terror and anticipation before Caldera started them off. 
“yuuuuuuuUUUUORUARUA0EAUAAAAAAAOOO-” That edge of pressure and uncertainty 
shattered, the feeling of being shoved off a cliff became a sensation of flying, not falling. There 
was freedom and elation in the release! With each rumbling wave of potent gas there was a sense 
that a power which had been bound helpless within was given freedom to tear its way into the 
world. The big belch was bassy and visceral as it bathed the room in its expansiveness. Caldera 
couldn’t help but appreciate the parallels to her other joys of empowerment as the eruption 
stampeded from her lips accompanied by a euphoric array of flavors and sensations. 


Exa joined in with a juicier, more organic auditory range, “UAAaaorrrrrRRRP-” Where 
Caldera’s immediate sensation was being interrupted, her perspective swiftly changed. As the 
two erupted in increasing alignment, their cores spoke with a voice of unity. Exa’s burp didn’t 
detract from Caldera’s experience of empowerment, but added to it! Where Caldera’s eruption 
ebbed and flowed, Exa’s joined, all were carried by each other’s strength, and swirled to lift 
when a particularly juicy bubble left an indent in one eruption’s power. A euphonious alignment, 
it wasn’t a fight but a collaborative dance, the first time Caldera had ever really felt someone was 
on her side. “-AEUASAUGGGGGGGUAaaaap-” “UrrrrrrrroOOOOrrrRRRP-” 


The euphoric feeling of release, providing support, and accessing subconscious wisdom 
simultaneously was awe-inspiring. It was a spiritual breakthrough from the disconnect of 
individuality into something more. A final flavor was added as Nava got into the zone. Her belch 
flowed with a playful push and pull to it -“Urrrp-, Uaaa-Orrrruaaaaap” -bringing additional 
intentionality to the levels of support and alignment. Her small but meaningful contribution gave 
intention and direction to the mellifluous boundary from which the image of chaos cracked to 
reveal the profound order within. The behemoth combined eruption shook through the entire 
hotel, vibrating its beams deep into the earth beneath. 


The eruptions provided external connection while Nava provided internal connection. This 
brought a level of intimacy between the trio that was terrifyingly vulnerable, sensually powerful, 
and felt truly like being a part of something greater than oneself. As the sexual energies 
permeated the many big belches Exa found her fingers drifting through Caldera’s hair, pulling 
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her closer so that the encompassing power of her bass could shake Exa’s entire world. It flowed 
through her, feedback expressing itself through her own eruption. Caldera’s big meaty hands 
groped the chests of her allies, feeling the gas flow through them before it made its way out. The 
sensation of the division between inner and outer worlds was shown to be truly illusory as their 
eruptions synchronized. The addition of Nava’s belch as a third voice showed that they weren’t 
merely filling holes for each other. They were providing new scaffolding, entirely new options 
available within the captivating euphoria of release. 


As the least glutted member, Nava wasn’t well-fueled enough to maintain this power for long 
and her sensual eruption came to a close. In its absence the lovely interplay of connection 
between Exa and Caldera diffused before spiraling off, each of their beefy belches gurgling to 
juicy, satisfying ends. While each of them had been well below competitive range as individuals, 
the way they were able to find alignment through internal and external mechanisms made the 
entourage far more than the sum of their parts. There was a hallowed sense of sacred peace that 
held the room for several minutes of contemplation as each person tried to comprehend what had 
just happened. 


Chapter 5 
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Fassa broke the silence. “I don’t think we’ll be having any problems with the second test after 
all.” 


Now that the sacred feeling had been diffused, Vizhel felt more comfortable jumping in to needle 
Caldera. “You’re blushing, and based on that expression, probably dripping too. Maybe these 
Nourishers aren’t so off with their philosophical bullshit if it can feel so good? Are you ready to 
change your dumb opinions to better ones about that Second Test?” Caldera needed to wipe a 
delirious smile off her face. 


“Of course I wasn’t wrong! I still hold by the truth that you can’t use this power to fight and it 
has no business being a test!” She stubbornly denied before sheepishly admitting, “Personally, 
however, that was fucking great. I’ve never felt so alive outside the battlefield before! Other 
people not there to fight you, but to uplift you! There were ways I was lifted that I didn’t even 
know I was struggling! It’s like floating. It provides a feeling of weightlessness. A freedom from 
the lock of inertia, like a parallel source of gravity where everything just tumbles into place 
without the need to fight, without fear. It felt...” She rubbed her fingers together, trying to find 
out how to properly compress the mystical experience she’d just had into words that could be 
shared, to find some way to articulate that which was beyond experience. 


“Fucking hot?” Vizhel offered. 


Caldera scowled. “That language feels too vulgar to describe it, but without anything better, yeah 
it was fucking hot. I kind of feel like this is too intimate to even do in front of other people for 
the Second Test in the first place.” She admitted, letting her meaty hands trail off the chests of 
her compatriots. 


Callica felt left out of the powerful experience that had just flowed through her allies. Fassa 
immediately picked up on the alienation and went over to console her. “Don’t worry, there will 
be plenty of opportunities to practice moving forward.” 


Nava and Exa joined in, offering a kind touch to support Callica in feeling welcomed and 
integrated into the group. Once it was clear that Callica wasn’t ostracized and it just happened to 
be the flow of experience in the moment, Exa offered, “Earlier we decided we should do some 
research on how to best hunt for the Third Test, are people up to explore the town and check 
things out?” 
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Nava tensed up as her fingers went to her throat. She took a few deep breaths to calm down, “Yes 
research. I know where my previous entourages hunted, we only got caught when one of my 
wards decided to livestream the event for some inexplicable reason.” 


Vizhel offered, “I just checked the online databases of convictions for participating in the Third 
Test, and it does seem like a disproportionately high amount involve some kind of short sighted 
maneuver by one of my kind, or when an entourage gets too bold and hunts in highly populated 
outdoor spaces near areas with a high density of Nourishers. Here’s a map showing where 
actions that had convictions took place when the impact of Verisk variance is filtered out.” She 
explained, her phone projecting the city out onto the messy rumpled sheets of the bed. 


Caldera inquired, “Can you also filter out areas where people don’t really go, so we can make 
sure our scouting focuses on locations where prey will actually be present?” Exa asked. “Fassa 
and Nava, you’ve been around here for awhile, what can you tell us about these spots?” 


Nava’rix pointed to one of the dead zones with minimal convictions. ““We should avoid here. 
Although it’s a popular hunting ground, it’s an area with a ton of turnabout. It’s highly populated 
by Paragonas and there are groups far larger than an entourage that will use one of their members 
as a lure and set traps for entourages trying to step up their capabilities.” 


Nava pointed to a second spot, “The forests off the side of the city transition into swamp here, 
it’s a pretty place and great for ambushes, but visibility is constantly low and the mangroves 
there can interfere with movement if people reach larger scales, I think the tree density would 
already make it kind of tough for Caldera.” Finally, she pointed to an area on the map where tons 
of convictions occur. “This is the primary hunting ground in the city, it’s where all the high-roller 
night life goes on, the teams that are doing well in Fulfillment often hunt here, and people 
entering or leaving the area might pick up a quick snack on the way. It should be avoided at all 
costs since we don’t want any of us to be lost to the Third Test.” 


Callica nodded, “I can see why we should avoid all of those places. Are there hunting grounds 
that are actually good?” Fassa interjected, “Before Nava’s old entourage ate mine, one of my 
Verisk wards found that all crosswalk data is public. They use weight plates to tell if folks are 
waiting at an intersection, and by looking at that information it’s possible to figure out the 
general scale of the folks in an area. With that information we can determine the general risk and 
reward levels of any given location in comparison with our current capabilities.” 


“But wasn’t your last team eaten?” Exa asked. 
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Fassa shot Nava a dirty look, “That wasn’t on a hunt, they were minding their own business in a 
bar.” 


Nava offered an apologetic look. “I’m sorry, I know they probably meant a lot to you.” 


Fassa was very obviously in need of a hug, but Nava was clearly aware that as the source of her 
pain, she wasn’t the one to deliver it. She gave Exa a little nudge in Fassa’s direction and the 
caring Swarmling happily supported her. 


“Thanks Exa, I appreciate you all, but I miss them too.” Fassa murmured through tears, letting 
herself collapse into the embrace. 


Vizhel brought up information from the weight pads and overlaid them on the conviction map. 
True to Nava’rix’s words, the primary hunting grounds had the highest density of incredible 
mass, spiraling up to scales which even Caldera found intimidating. 


“Caldera can handle a lot more than the rest of us,”’Callica mused. “It would probably be in our 
best interest to check which locations she can get around in easily, so if we target a class that’s a 
little more dangerous to the rest of us she can swiftly turn the tides. That seems like it would 
work best in more open locations, but sacrifices a lot of the potential ambush capabilities of tight 
alleyways. Some stable edges to the space are likely useful so that defensive formations can be 
taken around our members with less predatory capability, keeping their resources safe so they 
can support the group in the ways they excel.” 


“The edge of the city over here on the East side leads right into Paragonas territory, it’s not 
illegal to hunt folks there.” Exa curiously noted. “If we hunt around those parts, and it looks like 
there will be Nourisher witnesses, we can get out that way and make sure we protect Fassa from 
getting branded like Nava, and keep all of us from being exiled.” 


“We should also plan around what we like, all this tactical stuff is great and all, but where have 
you hunted before? What do you want?” Vizhel inquired. “I’ve mainly gotten the opportunity at 
parties: Most people don’t know how to hold their drugs so they’re easier targets. They’re highly 
populated so you get lots of different options available to munch on, there’s music, and once 
you’ve eaten there’s a fucking party to enjoy, maybe hook up with a hot waitress, you know.” 


Caldera thought for a moment, “Most of my hunting has been on the battlefield, so maybe if we 
check out the West side of the city since it’s right next to Swarm territory. Swarmlings are 
generally not that threatening, and there are always a lot, so you can really gorge and grow. I like 
having broad open spaces to move and preferably a good balance of water and land.” 
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Exa scowled at the thought, “That’s my home, Kirix, to the west, and our Hive needs all of its 
resources. Let’s not hunt there.” 


Caldera rolled her eyes, “Of course the Swarmling would argue against eating other Swarmlings. 
You didn’t hear Callica or I complain when you suggested the East. Your stupid group mentality 
keeps you from seeing opportunities that are right in front of your face. Those calories in your 
sisters are doing nothing to serve you, why not make sure they do?” 


“Tt doesn’t matter if they serve me, they serve the community!” Exa shot back. “Everyone has 
their roles and through those roles they contribute something meaningful. My current role is to 
acquire mass through Fulfillment to bring back to Kirix so I can go through Mitosis. I'll sacrifice 
myself so that more Swarmlings can serve in the hive’s expansion.” 


Callica cuts in with alarm and concern. “Wait, you’re telling us that after we finish this season 
even if we win, you’re going to kill yourself?” 


Exa blinked. “All Swarmlings that participate in Fulfillment bring the resources back to their 
hives. I’m just honored to do my part so that others may thrive.” 


Both Callica and Caldera were deeply unsettled by Exa’s willingness to let herself come to an 
end. The Swarmling group-over-individual mentality never sat well with their views. 


Although Nava had been exposed to the philosophy before, the eruption she’d shared with Exa 
left her feeling bonded and connected. She grabbed Exa’s hand. “Is there somewhere we can 
submit a request to keep you on the team? I’m sure that the benefits of the group cohesion we’re 
developing are strong enough that it would be a waste of Kirix’s resources to send an all new 
person who needs to rebond with our entourage.” 


Exa thought for a moment, “I guess we could send a proposal to one of the hubs near the border 
of our lands, but I really don’t want to make extra work for anyone just so I can stay alive.” She 
mumbled in embarrassment, as if someone needing to do additional paperwork was worth more 
than her life. 


Caldera also felt bonded with Exa and jumped to Nava’s side, “Nonsense! You’re worth more 
than the time it takes to do paperwork. We’ll make sure the proposal is accepted and we’ll win 


1”? 


Fulfillment, I guarantee it 
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Fassa checked back in. “So we heard Vizhel and Caldera’s criteria: populated, prey situations 
that can be taken advantage of, and large spaces that enable movement with water available. 
Callica, Exa?” 


Callica shrugged, “I don’t know what I like, I’ve never eaten anyone before. I’d witnessed Hazel 
do it a ton, but there was never a good opportunity to expand my power in that way, so I have no 
idea what I like and don’t like.” 


Exa nodded in agreement, “Similarly, I’ve only eaten folks when it was apparent that they were 
no longer a good use of the swarm’s resources because of mental or physical damage. It was 
more of a responsibility than an opportunity.” 


Fassa looked to Nava’rix. “I’m guessing you don’t have any preferences since you’ve never done 
it?” 


Nava winces, “I kind of don’t want to do it, I’m happy to help the rest of you, but I don’t want to 
eat people.” She murmurs, feeling dejected for not wanting to contribute in this meaningful way 
to her team’s success, fingers instinctively darting up to her throat. “Having felt what it was like 
to have my mind start breaking down I don’t want to do that to someone’s body.” With her words 
Nava’s entire body fluctuates, colors flowing through different layers of her gelatinous structure 
an abstract expression of emotion as she clenches down and withdraws, feeling useless again. 


Fassa moves things forward to break the sad energies that had bubbled to the surface. “With that 
in mind, there are two party districts on the east side, for an outdoor party place with good 
mobility available we should probably check out Flash Flood. It’s one of Laura’s many pet 
projects she took on with her winnings from last season’s Fulfillment. It’s where the city holds its 
largest Fulfillment viewing party out in a park. They have projectors all over tuned to different 
testing grounds for Fulfillment is being hosted flowing through on a 24 hour cycle, as fewer and 
fewer teams remain, the downtime is replaced with analysis from previous competitors. Since it’s 
projected outside, the majority of the people there are going to be distracted. They cycle back 
and forth between the first and second test each hour at each of the broadcast locations, so we 
can target our timing when there’s auditory distraction as well. It’s a positive party environment 
but everything there is a little pricey, so before you decide to buy anything there we definitely 
need to make it past a couple rounds and get some cash.” 


“But aren’t highly populated places a great place to get convicted for this stuff?” Exa inquired. 


Vizhel refined the map, and it does seem like the vast majority of convictions are during 
broadcasts of the First Test, where during broadcasts of the second test convictions were far 
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lower.‘This also gives us a chance to see what we’re up against, notice if other teams are 
employing any techniques that we should integrate since we’ll be surrounded by information.” 
Nava mused. 


Fassa liked the plan. “Let’s clean up then get going.” 


Vizhel groaned. “Ugh, cleaning is such a waste of time, can’t we just have room service do it or 
something?” 


Exa had gotten to work right away, collecting the pieces of the broken table and cleaning errant 
chili. “A clean environment is easier to work in.” 


“Fuck no, chaos is inspiring!” Vizhel scoffed, “Making everything the same over and over again 
is SO gross and static.” But despite her disagreements she pitched in, and with the entourage all 
working together, soon their room was clean. Fassa sent down an order for a new table to replace 
the one Caldera broke, and the team was on their way. Flash Flood was a park with many rivers 
passing through it, an effective movement support for some of its larger visitors, and Fassa 
wasn’t kidding about it being a constant party. Even when they were blocks away the sounds of 
celebratory yells and dismal cries of defeat permeated the crisp night air. The space appealed to 
each person in different ways. 


Caldera loved the fresh air, the swiftly running water, and the vicarious thrill of competition that 
was palpable in the cheering fans whenever a team was announced to pass that round of 
Fulfillment. Since they were near the end of the season, the only teams that remained were the 
cream of the crop. Caldera had always thought of herself as big and powerful, since in every 
situation she found herself, this had been true. The dazzling projections that were displayed 
humbled her deeply: Even the smallest of the remaining competitors were packing away more in 
a single bite than she’d eaten that month, the sheer expanse of their mountainous forms making 
her feel small for the first time in her life. She didn’t like feeling small, and immediately did all 
she could within her power to convert that feeling of inferiority to a fire in her belly, feeding her 
desire to grow stronger. 


Vizhel was quite pleased by Flash Flood. With her incredible senses she could take in data from 
dozens of screens at once, finally hitting a level of stimulation that felt more aligned with her 
than the majority of the boring low-stimulus world out there. So many sights, sounds, smells, and 
future flavors exploding through her awareness was exactly what she’d been craving! She 
immediately went on the hunt for drugs, coming across someone selling a sketchy stimulant 
known as “rocket fuel” that was promised to keep her up and energized for at least a week. She 
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scored some and smoked it immediately. With an already jittery nature, she was absolutely 
buzzing from the stuff. 


Unfortunately, a few seconds later, shel started bleeding from the nose, prompting Fassa and 
Nava to pump the toxic shit out of her system with their tendrils, much to her dismay. 


“Tt was only going to cause some minor brain hemorrhaging, nothing a little self-executed 
surgery wouldn’t fix!” She sulked like a petulant child that just had their candy taken away until 
being distracted again by the wonderful party raging around her. 


“Wow, despite Nourishers making up 2% of the population in the Abundant lands they’re less 
than .01% of the people here, less tech to steal my fucking drugs,” she observently noted. 


The other members of the team were taken aback by just how many people were around! There 
was no longer room for anything resembling personal space as big bodies squeezed past each 
other. There was continuous pressure from all sides which required them to actively push around 
people to get through. Fassa and Nava made it very clear why there was a low level of 
Nourishers around. With all of the people present, their instinctive need to help was tearing 
through them at every angle, faces spawning and reabsorbing at incredible rates as they fought 
the urge to help everyone around. It was an overwhelming, stressful experience as every need 
added a voice to the cacophony of the party. Being around this many people was so taxing on a 
subconscious level that it ate through the resources normally applied to conscious thought, 
leaving them on 90% autopilot, barely able to function as people, using the little bits of their 
minds that remained consciously available to stay focused on the entourage and how to best 
serve them. 


Where the Nourishers were overwhelmed by all the people, having a hard time holding on to 
their own identities, Exa was thrilled! She’d been feeling massively agoraphobic with all the 
space between people in the Abundant Lands. Back home Swarmlings would literally crawl over 
each other because there wasn’t enough space for everyone to have access to the ground. Flash 
Flood gave her a taste of that homey environment, but where home was very serious and focused 
on productivity, Flash Flood was a party, so she had the comfort of an overpacked home paired 
with the unbridled joy of thousands of people celebrating! 


Callica had barely seen more than a hundred people in her entire life before, and now coming 
across so many people in one place was an overwhelming new experience for her. Although it 
was intimidating, she observed how Caldera, Exa and Vizhel were getting value out of the 
location. Despite being overwhelmed, she focused by centering her objective in her mind. She 
checked how the various projectors were set up, noticing an alternation between ones projecting 
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the First Test and the Second Test in a grid. She found that people were most observant during 
the transitions between projecting one team and another, so that was the most dangerous time to 
strike. 


While at the outskirts of Flash Flood Callica was roughly average-size, as she got deeper into the 
party zone the spectators there were much larger, more recently taken out from Fulfillment. It 
was apparent that to even shove her way through there between those masses of flesh would 
require more strength than she currently had. She also noticed how poorly Fassa and Nava’rix 
were faring in the densely populated environment. Fassa’s fragmentation felt a bit more under 
control. The additional psychological damage Nava had taken from her branding made the way 
she was fragmenting more chaotic expressing some of the flavor of the broken neighborhood. 
Her subconscious systems responding to a broader array of needs leaving less processing 
available for continuing to run the operation of her own mind. 


Callica got Exa, Caldera and Vizhel, “We should take a quick look around and then get out of 
here.” Her words were met with immediate protest, Caldera growled, “Do you see these screens? 
These continents with teeth are our competition! We don’t have the time to wait on all this recon 
stuff, we need to get training if we want to even have a chance of making it far this upcoming 
season! I say we start hunting tonight!” 


Vizhel chimed in. “Fuck yeah, throwing plans out the window and doing something 
spontaneous? This sounds way better than going back home when we just got to the fucking 
party! I haven’t even gotten to try any new drugs yet! For some privileged Paragonas, sometimes 
your ideas are on point, Caldera.” 


Exa took on a more diplomatic approach, “I don’t think we should change our plans, but it is 
really nice here, I was feeling really touch-starved earlier and all these celebrating people are just 
wonderful!” 


Callica pursed her lips to the side. “Fassa isn’t doing well and Nava’s really not doing well, 
They are powerful assets and our chances of success are higher if we take their needs into 
account.” 


“T’m fine, don’t worry about me! It’s just a lot of people here, no big deal,” Fassa argued back in 
a delirious tone. “Nava and IJ are doing great! Right Nava?” She offered, trying to diffuse her and 


Nava’rix’s own needs for the well being of the group. 


Nava responded in the false, peppy voice that came up when her conscious mind was gone. “Of 
course, we’re here to serve your needs!” 


48 


Fulfillment 


The dissonance between that and her many faces all offering supportive looks to the dozen 
closest people, constantly shifting as the crowd moved, it was disconcerting to the point that the 
fakeness made Vizhel shiver. “Okay, I get it, this many people is tough for the tech and we don’t 
want either of them to break. How about we just buy a few drugs then head back to the hotel? 
Exa, since you’re touch starved we can have people snuggle up with you to make it better. 
Caldera, we can keep practicing with First Test food back at the hotel, and stream the events for 
research, but be away from all these people. That stated, this place is fucking awesome and we 
need to figure out how to bring our tech here without it breaking, like a waterproof cover for 
phones when you want to swim. We’ll come up with a solution then come back, sound good?” 


The leadership flowed smoothly between Callica and Vizhel, as the initial bonding in the hotel 
room had been quite effective at letting anyone take the lead when their wisdom was most 
applicable. Vizhel bought some fancy empathogen, and the entourage made their way out of 
Flash Flood and back to the hotel. As soon as Fassa is out of the high population density location 
she gets back in alignment, expressing her gratitude, “Thanks Callica and Vizhel, I forgot just 
how many people go to Flash Flood. You’re right, it’s a valuable resource. Nava and I need to 
figure out how we can be there without breaking to more optimally cultivate your well being.” 


Nava’rix wasn’t recovering as well: The psychological impacts of her branding and the time in 
which her mind was deteriorating had done damage to her subconscious processing systems. 
Even as they left, faces kept appearing and receding, each speaking to people that she’d passed 
dozens of minutes ago, her system going through a backlog of all the people that it wanted to 
help but was unable to serve because of how many needs were around. As she spoke with people 
who were no longer there, Fassa held her by the shoulders to help guide her home. 


Vizhel was simultaneously fascinated and repulsed by Nava’rix’s creepy desynchronized 
behavior. “Branding definitely damages Nourishers, this is far outside the standard range of 
behaviors and is substantially impeding her ability to function. Nourishers operate roughly five 
and a half brains simultaneously. Just like their goo can recalibrate to shape different faces in 
different directions, their internal systems also run multiple units of processing that can adapt to 
meet different roles. They average enough processing to emulate five people and have a 
coordinating structure that links between them, which is the kind of half brain they use for their 
own thinking. “ 


“Fassa here is behaving properly. While she was in the environment each of those processors got 
subdivided running low resolution emulation of all the beings in her environment to try and help. 
The resolution got too low for the emulated information to provide anything meaningful. Once 
she was out of the situation, she recentered around the five of us and was functional again.” 
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Although Fassa doesn’t like the feeling of being diagnosed in this way she thinks about it for a 
moment then nods in agreement. “That sounds around right, being there was an overwhelming 
amount of very simplified voices in my head drowning out my own ability to think.” 


Vizhel nodded, continuing, “But Nava doesn’t seem to be functioning properly; she should just 
recalibrate to us like Fassa. Instead she’s bringing each of those models up to the resolution 
needed to interact with them, processing that interaction, then discarding the emulation since 
there’s no followup data to refine the model with. This probably has to do with how they 
damaged her ability to properly sync to an entourage as part of the branding process. 


“The laws these Nourishers have are so fucking backwards. They punish people for engaging in 
the Third Test and then break their own for supporting in it? Just some arbitrary bullshit. I predict 
she’ ll be better once she’s run through a high enough resolution interaction with each of the 
people that passed by at the party. At the rate she’s going, probably about half an hour. It’s not 
exactly clear how her system will behave once it has gone through the backlog.” 


Exa and Caldera are grateful for the information, but concerned as Nava’rix babbles at people 
who aren’t there. Once back at the hotel they prop her up on the bed using a mountain of pillows 
to let nature run its course and hopefully sort her out. 


Caldera squeezed Exa to her bosom, a warm encompassing pressure that helped her feel less 
touch-starved now that they weren’t in the masses squeezing past each other at Flash Flood. 
Vizhel observed Nava in fascination, trying to understand what had been going on from the 
halves of conversations she got. All of the interactions were relatively high-depth, but had the 
utterly false and manipulative feeling so characteristic of Nourishers, a very mechanical set of 
interactions to change the behaviors of people who weren’t even around. 


Callica and Fassa plotted a training routine for the next couple days, checking in with Vizhel. “I 
know Verisk don’t like to be locked to one place, how long are you okay to stay at this hotel 
for?” Vizhel shrugs, ““A couple of weeks is pushing it, maybe a dozen days, but things start 
feeling like a prison when you see the same walls day after day. I just can’t do it, I need to be 
free: 


After half an hour, true to Vizhel’s predictions, Nava finished her backlog before screaming, 
“T’m so sorry I forced you to leave!” She blubbered, “It seemed like you were all having such 
good times. That was like sleep paralysis, I could observe, but I couldn’t interface with my body. 
I remember all of those people: uprezzing their models lead to a lot of distortion, but I was 
surprised how much could be recovered from tiny snapshots of interaction. It was like all those 
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people were living inside me, and there wasn’t enough me to contain them. I was stretched until I 
couldn’t stretch any more, then my mind tore, just like it did when I was around branded 


? 


Nourishers. The vastness of it all was beautiful and terrifying 


Vizhel listened on in fascination, always eager to grasp new phenomena. “I bet if you had access 
to more processing, you'd be able to handle more people before tearing. Next time let’s have you 
and Fassa pump each other full of some mind-expanding psychedelics and see if you can handle 
more before you break.” 


Nava nods in agreement. “If only I could have held all those people! There were so many needs, 
most of them just needed better networking to be solved! Like, that woman you bought the 
empathogen from was totally into you Vizhel, but was too threatened by your boldness to pursue 


9 


you. 


Vizhel scowled, “I knew I should have asked for a little something extra! Wait, you were able to 
get all that from the low resolution emulated structure once you decompressed it? What else did 
you get?” 


Nava thought back, trying to rebuild her mental model of the dealer, “She was having a good 
night, but it was expected. Being near the end of Fulfillment meant people were partying harder 
and she had more opportunities to sell her wares. Based on when she observed the projectors she 
was rooting for Kelvaras’ entourage to make it to the next round. She appreciated your eyes, 
likely the color based on how her eye darts and micro expressions imply her visual system 
functions with other things she looked at.” 


Vizhel gasped. “Are you telling me you can decompress the low-res models to obtain that much 
information for any of the thousands of people we walked by?” 


“For 7,432 of them. There were 53 which I couldn’t get a clear enough read on because they 
were on chemicals I didn’t understand well enough to emulate what they must be observing.” 


Vizhel was blown away, “I can process data like that for a couple seconds, but then it all goes 
away. The fact that you couldn’t process the data in full, but you can access it at that level of 
detail is incredible! It seems whatever ways they fucked with your emulation systems 
substantially modified your compression and decompression systems too!” 


Nava pondered. “It’s probably best to check if this decompression is accurate, or if it’s just a 


plausible structure that got filled in by the decompressor itself. There was a Verisk who had just 
scored some Rocket Fuel planning to take it to a party at the bar on Fell Hollow Blvd. She 
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seemed impulsive and likely to take it before she got there, let’s check the path between Flash 
Flood and Fell Hollow and see if we come across her to clarify if this is accurate.” 


“This is the perfect prey selection tool! Nava, you’re fucking amazing!” Caldera exclaimed in 
joy. “As long as we can get you functional in a short enough period of time we can get 
information on targets and invest energy where it’s worth it. Picking marks is good, but this is 
kind of next level.” 


Nava’rix grumbled in agreement, not particularly liking the idea of needing to be flooded with 
information, or what it would be used for, but grateful that she could leverage her challenges and 
still serve those she cared for. 


The team went back out to scour the path between Flash Flood and Fell Hollow. They found a 
Verisk collapsed on the street, blood streaming from her nose, eyes fluttering out of 
consciousness. Fassa and Nava use their Tendrils to clean her out and with Nava’s decompressed 
model, even repair the brain damage that the Rocket Fuel had caused. When brought from her 
stupor the Verisk grumbles, “Stimulant my ass, that knocked me the fuck out.” Vizhel helps her 
up, “Yeah, fuck that dealer!” In a moment of sisterhood and camaraderie the other Versik agrees, 
“Fuck that dealer!” Before getting up and wandering off toward Fell Hollow. 


The entire entourage is impressed, Nava worries, “I don’t know how long I can hold on to these 
compressions, I think they’ll fade away as I need to take care of people’s needs, I already lost a 
few dozen thus far.” Vizhel eagerly hypothesizes different applications of this capability. “If you 
hold it this long it’s already useful, since you have compressed models of a bunch of people if 
you can find the minimum resolution model necessary, it may be possible to figure out group 
behavior dynamics on a mass scale, figure out seed points to manipulate and heard groups of 
people effectively!” 


Vizhel’s eyes were already alight, megalomaniac power fantasies dancing through her head. 
Nava nodded. “I could, but I don’t think I’m smart enough to understand the group needs at scale 
to ensure that these directions actually make things better for everyone.” Vizhel gestures as if to 
swat Nava’s words to the side, “You know how you find out what makes things better for 
everyone? Try shit and keep trying shit until it works.” Callica shoots back, “I think that may 
also be the path to ending up with your brain fluids coming out your nose on the side of a street.” 
Vizhel dismisses, “Bah, no risk, no reward! Let’s go back to Flash Flood and give it a shot!” 


Nava’rix draws a firm boundary, “I’m open to exploring this once we figure out how it can help 


people. With 5 people you can see the interconnected threads of processing that happen in the 
group outside of any individual, but with that many people the threads are just a wall, tugging on 
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one is like turning a random direction. Messing with that kind of group thought could ripple out 
into problems.” Vizhel shoots back, “But it would be so fun, think of all the things we could try 
with influence over all those people! Don’t you care about my fun, the grou-. Fuck. Sorry Nava, I 
was doing that exploit thing again. I caught myself, stopping now, but once you do feel like 
exploring that stuff I have some ideas.” 


Both Nava’rix and Fassa were impressed with how, despite not instantaneously adjusting 
patterns, Vizhel was able to invest effort to meaningfully change her behaviors in such a short 
period of time. Nava needed to untense herself, having already started to succumb to the 
needling exploitation of her helpful nature. Once she did, she offered to Vizhel: “Thanks for 
catching yourself, I know that this is new for you and it means a lot to me. Maybe once we get 
back to the hotel I can eat a burger for you?” She asked in a lascivious tone, flashing a playful 
look at Vizhel and batting her eyes. Nava found that how flirtation skirted the boundaries 
between authentic connection, social manipulation games and interpersonal hierarchies made it 
an easy space for her to shift some of her autopilot behaviors. She could integrate the parts she 
wanted as that meaningful hybrid of voluntary and involuntary action that let her feel more like 
an authentic person. 


With the Verisk saved from death by Rocket Fuel, the entourage returned to the hotel. All of the 
stimulus of the day was a ton to integrate, leaving everyone exhausted. Vizhel wants to re-up on 
some more stimulants to keep going, but once she spends a moment on the soft, warm bed she 
immediately crashes into sleep. Fassa places a hand on her, shifting the balance of chemicals that 
interface with Vizhel’s circadian rhythms to optimize how she recovers in her sleep cycle after 
the 17 days she’s been awake for. Caldera and Exa snuggle up, the more communally aware Exa 
inviting Callica to join in. She gestures for Nava’rix to join as well, but Nava feels she needs to 
focus on recovering from processing that backlog. 


Nava is unable to sleep as she attempts to reformat her brains. As an alternative, she volunteers 
Fassa, giving her the opportunity to feel the positivity of being integrated in the group instead of 
just watching over as a separate entity. During the night, Nava’rix went over as many of the 
compressed models as she could from a conscious perspective, processing in more conscious 
detail to integrate what she could. Finally well past 3AM she gets to sleep, her short term 
memory discarding all of the compressed people models she hadn’t intentionally loaded into 
long term memory. 
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Chapter 6 


The morning sun streamed in through the windows and everyone had coalesced into a pile of 
warmth and comfort, the previous day’s bonding with the support of Nourishers and drugs 
effectively enabling a swiftly cultivating vulnerability and openness to connection. Vizhel was 
still unconscious, and likely would be for at least another 14 hours to recover from all of her 
previous time up. Callica was accustomed to rising with the sun and is the first to wake up, but 
this time she was surrounded by the loving pressure of her team, by far the best awakening she’s 
ever had! 


Callica reveled in how soft the bed and Caldera are, wiggling in to really feel how much better 


this was than rising from the floors of the worker’s barracks back in Hazeltown. After basking in 
the joy of it all for a couple minutes she dislodged herself from the pile of people, needing to 
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really put some effort in to get one of Caldera’s massive arms off of her so she could actually 
rise. As she apprised herself of the situation she could see why Nourishers didn’t normally 
involve themselves with their wards. Despite being asleep Fassa and Nava’rix’s subconscious 
systems were still operating, their prone resting forms sported uncomfortably synthetic faces 
beaming at Callica in an unsettling manner. She shook off the uneasy feeling and grabbed one of 
the hotel keys, going out for a walk in the morning to learn more about the neighborhood they 
were in. 


Although there were cities in Paragonas territory, they were often closer to networks of 
plantations than bustling metropolises. The people here were different, back home constant 
vigilance was a prerequisite to stay alive in case a raiding party thought to spring a surprise 
attack, but aside from the risk of the Third Test, the Abundant Lands were much less violent than 
their neighboring territories. It was so alien to her to see people at cafes drinking coffee together 
to recover from hangovers, folks using public transit and services to get around, and the overall 
positive group orientation of the environment. 


Since Callica had grown up as an acquisition, she was extra aware of status hierarchies, noting 
that while she saw plenty of Nourishers working at the recruitment courthouse, all of the baristas, 
bus drivers and folks doing less valued jobs were all Swarmlings and Paragonas with a 
sprinkling of Verisk part timers here and there. Whenever she saw a Nourisher out on the streets 
it was with their entourage, tweeking and modifying their wards with a soul focus on preparing 
for Fulfillment. She lacked any financial resources of her own to try any local service, but now 
had a pretty clear awareness of what was going on around their hotel. 


Callica returned to the aroma of stewing fungal feed as Exa giddily pranced around the kitchen, 
stirring enormous pots of the stuff. The resting Nava’rix and Fassa had split creepy faces, one 
following Exa and a second forming to follow Callica, both sporting disconnected, supportive 
grins. Noticing Callica’s return, Exa happily handed her a bow] of the green steaming slime. It 
looked pretty repulsive, but smelled quite heavenly. She offered in a hushed tone overjoyed with 
the opportunity to share, “This is the equivalent of worker’s paste for us Swarmlings. It’s 
nutritionally complete and offers everything needed to effectively contribute to the hive every 
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day. 


Callica broke out into laughter, “One, worker’s paste was not nutritionally complete, it was 
enough to keep us going, but I felt sick every day from the stuff. Two this has that flavor thing 
the other foods had. There’s no way it’s worker’s paste!” She scoffed in disbelief, waking up 
everyone left except Vizhel. She takes a few bites of the enjoyable slime. Exa shrugs, “In the 
hive we get that a well treated worker is more likely to be more productive for the greater good. 
Under-caring for people is just a short term resource gain for a long term resource loss.” Callica 
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sighed, “I wish my mom had thought like that, my life would have been a lot better starting every 
day with something like this!” 


Despite being forced to wakefulness by Callica’s voice Caldera was happy to rise, Fassa and 
Nava snuggled in against each of her love handles giving her a particularly inviting feeling as she 
embraced the new day. “Good morning, I’ve never had a better night of sleep in my life!” As 
Nava and Fassa awaken they gain conscious control of their appearances and their faces return to 
more genuine and interactive aesthetics. Fassa immediately takes credit, “Of course! During your 
rest cycles I calibrated each of you to get the most out of it, so much of that stuff is just 
biochemistry and when you have external systems for upgrading everything goes better.” 


Exa and Callica nodded in agreement and approval while slurping down fungal feed. Caldera 
asks, “What about her? She still seems to be totally out.” Gesturing to Vizhel who was currently 
using her thigh as a pillow. Fassa laughs, “We work in biology, not miracles. Verisk systems 
work on longer stimulus crash cycles than the rest of us, we just need to care for her 
intermittently while she rests to insure it lets her recover as much as possible from her stimulant 
bender.” Nava chips in, “I’ve cared for Verisk before, I’ve never seen one sleep more than once 
in a week, they need more time when they do just to catch up with the rest of us.” 


Caldera pulled herself out from under the resting Vizhel, letting her head fall abruptly to the bed. 
Nava and Fassa are much more careful in how they treat their resting ally, both engaging in 
chemical manipulation of her systems to pump out some of the remaining drugs that weren’t 
serving in her well being. 


Exa offered the newly awakened bowls of fungal feed. Caldera refuses, “Sorry Exa, I don’t eat 
commoner food like that. I didn’t run my estate for years only to be treated like trash that hasn’t 
done the work to hone their strength.” Fassa takes the smallest bowl she can find, knowing she 
doesn’t need too many resources to function in her role as guidance and support. Nava’rix on the 
other hand happily takes a larger bowl, trying to prepare herself to meet her responsibilities on 
the team, “Thank you for making breakfast Exa.” 


At first Nava engages in a more detached relationship with the food, idley bringing it to her lips. 
She had been so habituated to the normalcy of food being something you execute as a 
prerequisite for other tasks rather than enjoy. After a few moments she remembered that she’s 
trying to cultivate a more positive relationship with what she consumes, “Hey Fassa, can you 
upregulate my dopamine and increase the network stimulus it has with my tastebuds?” She 
requested in a hesitant tone, still not accustomed to asking for anything. Fassa is more than 
happy to help, eagerly giving Nava’rix additional drive to improve her consumptive capabilities. 
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Nava happily harnessed the motivation to start chowing down on the green slime. She embraced 
that lascivious section of her psyche, letting pleasure rock through her as she slowly upended the 
bowl at her lips, scapulae pulling together, opening her heart space, tongue lolling out to take in 
errant flecks of fungus, her various eyes practically gravitational as she pulled the others into her 
experience, sharing that euphoric connection with nourishment as it raced through her. Caldera 
grabbed her, meaty hand clasping around the small of her back and lifting her off the ground, 
“Wow Nava, you’re such a slut.” Nava’rix tensed, breaking her entrancing stare as her system 
tried to recalibrate into other support modes “Oh no, I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to make you feel 
your reputation is threatened by interacting with me!” She responded, clasping at her throat, the 
visual representation that she was not worthy of interaction. 


Fassa piped in, “If you hadn’t been so into things you’d have noticed that wasn’t an insult.” 
Caldera’s voice took on an ‘isn’t it obvious?’ tone, “There are 3 motivators for all behavior, 
metabolism, violence and sex. People who are truly strong know how to wield whatever is 
appropriate for the task. Some of the greatest empire builders in Paragonas history were sluts, 
knowing when to use allure as part of their path to power. Using the flow of sexuality as a path to 
controlling one’s acquisitions is just as valid of a path as using violence.” 


Exa groaned, “Can we not use how to effectively control slaves as a sign of something’s virtue? 
Although Swarmlings go through Mitosis instead of using sex as our reproductive mechanism, it 
is well documented that a healthy balance of sluts in a community keep people’s emotional needs 
met and increase worker productivity across all fields. Being aware of areas your skills can serve 
the greater whole is part of being a good person, and sexuality is one of those resources that a 
high percent of the population can get value out of.” 


Although Nava’rix felt challenged and hesitant when Caldera brought her perspective, hearing it 
contrasted with Exa’s views was helpful for her in embracing her own sexuality as part of 
something greater. After pausing for a moment she praises, “Thanks for your perspectives. I 
realize I was coming from an unreasonable point of bias against a powerful skill set, I'll adjust 
for the well being of the team. It’s also fun to embrace these spaces for me too.” 


Caldera stretched murmuring, “If some stupid fungus is all we have to munch on here I’m going 
to go get something more substantial.” she expressed, her tone shifting to a more domineering 
expression of power as her eyes go to the window, seeing all the people out walking on the street. 
Nava warned, “We haven’t done that much planning yet to make sure value is acquired in a safe 
way. What exactly is your plan?” Caldera groans, “I shouldn’t have to have a plan just to get 
some fucking breakfast.” Fassa cautioned, “That may be the case when your breakfast is totally 
legal, condoned by society and nobody else relies on you, but you’re part of a team now. Here in 
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the Abundant Lands things work a bit differently from back home, you can’t just hunt people out 
on the roads.” 


Caldera snarks, “I can’t? Based on that data Vizhel brought up the other day it looked like about 
1% of the city’s population disappears any given month and it’s only the constant influx of new 
people that keeps it under control. This is what I hate about your Nourisher bullshit. Everyone 
knows this happens, it’s just part of life, it’s something that’s real. You pretend that by slapping a 
law on it you can just sweep reality under the rug and get rid of anything that isn’t tidy and 
artificial. It doesn’t just go away, it’s still real.” Fassa scowled, “Just because something is real 
doesn’t mean you don’t need to plan around it, storms are real, and evacuating coastal wetlands 
through laws and order helps make sure that the very real storm destroys buildings instead of 
people. I’m not saying you can’t go out and hunt, I just want to make sure your plan is good and 
safe enough that it won’t end up getting you caught or eaten by someone bigger with a similar 
plan.” 


Caldera grumbled, “Fine, does anyone know how to bring up Vizhel’s map again?” Fassa uses 
her internal emulation of Vizhel to reverse engineer her thought process and gets her own phone 
projecting yesterday’s data. Despite being stubborn, Caldera wasn’t stupid, she looked over the 
map around the hotel, checking out a few different options before proclaiming, “I'll hunt here, 
the weight plates say the average pedestrian is around a ton which I can totally handle, low 
conviction rate, and it’s not too far away. I’ll probably grab a meal or three depending on the 
opportunity then get back out. There are a few shops that can be good spots to hunt out of the 
public eye.” 


Fassa nodded, “That sounds much better, it’s clear, you’ve thought about the risks, and have a 
target range to reduce risky and impulsive decision making.” Caldera laughs, “I’m not Vizhel, 
it’s not like I'll buy some toxic appetite stimulant off the street and die in an alley.” Nava’rix 
reluctantly speaks up with a sigh, “I feel we should do more research, but if you’re doing this 
you should have backup with you instead of being alone. This is also a good opportunity for Exa 
and Callica to learn more about hunting, they should be with you to observe and manage 
unforeseen situations. Even though I’m not going to hunt, I should probably be there too since 
entourages generally hunt together. If there are adjustments I can make to support your 
capabilities I should learn how to do that in the field. Fassa, are you okay to stay back here and 
take care of Vizhel in case she wakes up while we’re out?” 


Fassa growled defensively. “This is my entourage not yours Nava’rix, know your place. If you’re 
out with the group and I’m not around authorities would most certainly find chemical traces of 
you in each of them and execute all four of you. You stay back here with Vizhel, I'll accompany 
the team, got it?” Nava’rix collapsed into a defeated slump, “You’re right, I forgot, I’ve always 
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been cultivating wards my entire life, learning that my role is different now is hard.” Exa pats her 
back, “Don’t worry, learning to fill new roles is part of life, it’1l get easier. Overall I like this 
plan, we should probably observe Caldera consuming her prey to see how to hunt, and then go to 
a lower risk area where Callica and I can give it a shot.” 


Fassa checked out other nearby locations, “Getting much smaller than that will be hard, as folks 
who are new to Fulfillment you and Callica are definitely on the smaller, more at risk range of 
people in the city. The lowest average weight range I see within the bounds is 430, so a little 
bigger than you Exa and a little smaller than Callica, having Caldera around for protection 
should keep things from going badly, but just because you have a safeguard is no reason to be 
reckless.” 


Fassa’s entourage agreed to the plan, Caldera’s stomach growling in anticipation. The 4 of them 
take off, following Caldera’s lead as they head to their first hunting location. It’s a commercial 
district, most of the cafes are welcoming clientelle for the morning while other shops have yet to 
open their doors. In order to observe and plan they find an outdoor seat at a cafe. Fassa 
microdosed the 3 present members of her entourage with mushrooms to increase their visual 
acuity to support their information gathering. Caldera ordered a pricey pu-erh to sip on as they 
check out the flow of people. Callica nods down the block toward an entourage and Nourisher 
brazenly walking down the street. She also notes that three other groups were set up at nearby 
cafes as well, making sure the group was informed about the possible risks. 


While Callica’s awareness had focused on potential threats, Caldera had been scoping things out 
from a different angle, seeing opportunities to leverage her power effectively. A Paragonas 
within her desired prey range was opening a bookstore across the street and looked heavily sleep 
deprived, fumbling with her keys multiple times before managing to get the door unlocked and 
open. She also noticed a group of Swarmling surveyors, they were smaller than her intended 
range, but as a group of 6 they'd be reasonable for filling her needs, they were obviously fresh 
from Kirix and didn’t have the same wariness that the Verisk and Paragonas in the area sported. 
Finally she pointed out a Paragonas that was heavily bloated, her squirming stomach a clear 
indicator that she’d just participated in some opportunistic Third Test hunting of her own. She 
didn’t have the advantage of allies around to keep her safe, and had pushed herself to her limits, 
making her an extra vulnerable and high value target. Exa followed the awareness of her peers, 
vetoing hunting the Swarmling surveyors with a harsh glare. She noted that although the risk 
factors of the other entourages were present, none of them seemed to be paying any particular 
attention to the squad. 


With all that in mind Fassa coordinated. Based on the locations and awareness of the other 
entourages, she saw the book store as higher risk than initially predicted, gesturing to the 
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patrolling entourage trending in its direction. As a result they decided that Caldera’s example 
hunt would be the overglutted Paragonas barreling down the street, full of herself and satisfied 
with her achievements. Exa referred to the map, “All the streets breaking off of this intersection 
have lower foot traffic and side shops we can use to take this out of the public eye, follow her 
and strike then?” Caldera tussles her hair, “You’re a natural, let’s do it.” Exa beamed, responding 
well to praise. 


Despite her expertise, Caldera is much less accustomed to hunting in cities than hunting on the 
battlefield, ending up a bit conspicuous as she fails to blend into the crowd, pursuing her prey. 
Exa follows with a notebook, a studious and diligent expression overtaking her face. Callica 
takes initiative and maneuvers back around the block in a swift jog, ready to get to whichever 
location allows her to trap the prey from the opposite side. Fassa keeps her distance, making sure 
she can observe as much of her team as possible, but not wanting to be in range to be involved 
when the messy stuff starts. The target pauses at the intersection, waiting for the light to change, 
giving Callica plenty of time to rush around to the next block and prevent escape. 


Despite the fact that Caldera’s skills aren’t optimized for the city, the prey is too involved with 
her own life and self satisfaction to notice, reveling in her own success. Half way down the block 
they spring they attack, Caldera launches herself at the Paragonas, slamming her through a cafe 
door, shattering the glass and knocking the bent metal off its hinges. She leveraged her fat and 
muscle to get a good smother on her target, forcing her face down, arms pinned and legs at an 
angle where they couldn’t strike. There’s no hint of hesitation, consumptive action flowing like a 
river as Caldera embraces her meal, pulling her prey’s neck back and clamping her teeth down 
on the back of her meal’s neck. 


Caldera seamlessly transitioned from grasping to swallowing, making sure to maintain an angle 
where her meal couldn’t strike or get a hold of her. Her lips stretched wider as she began to 
swallow her prey, slurping down the Paragonas’ hair before getting to her forehead, lips 
encircling her meal’s eyes. Tons of flexibility was required as Caldera maneuvered her own 
incredible mass to maintain leverage, minimizing possible ways her prey could fight back while 
simultaneously pressing her advantage. The mighty peristalsis of her throat kicked in as she 
swallowed her meal’s head, removing the threat of the mouth from the equation as it was forced 
into her hot, constricting esophagus. There were two other people in the cafe, the owner being 
accustomed to this kind of interference rushing to a safe room door in the back, observing 
through a small glass window to know when it was safe to come out. The other patron who had 
been happily enjoying a pile of scones bolted out the door frame to get away as quickly as 
possible. 
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Caldera’s power as a predator was clear as she engulfed more of her meal, lips encircling her 
meal’s third chin, her short, strong fingers grasped her prey’s right shoulder and elbow. She 
forced the arm up at an awkward angle and shoving her meal’s hand into her mouth, quickly 
swallowing it and pulling in the elbow and shoulder of her prey. She used her strength and agility 
to reposition herself and her meal, harnessing the motion of flailing limbs to set up a position 
where she had a straight path to swallow the rest of her feast. Once she’d removed the threats of 
mouth and an arm, along with establishing an angle conducive to swallowing the rest of her 
gorging flowed smoothly. She gulped and swallowed, forcing her prey’s other arm to her side, 
getting in the shoulders, bust and upper torso with ease. Where a lesser huntress would have 
struggled with the behemoth bloat of her snack’s stomach, Caldera had eaten far larger and 
reveled in her own power as her throat soon encompassed the apex of her meal’s belly. The 
challenges over, she used her strong core muscles to thrust her prey’s thrashing legs skyward, 
using the assistance of gravity to send them descending into her stomach, belly now churning 
happily with the ton and a half of flesh it had so eagerly acquired. 


Chapter 7 


Witnessing Caldera in action gave Exa a far deeper understanding of the reverence the Paragonas 
expressed for predatory acts. Caldera’s consumption of her prey was a force of nature unbound, 
inspiring a similar awe to a mighty storm. The barista called from her safe room. “Purchase 
something or I'll call the authorities!” Caldera rolled her eyes, pulling out some bills and placing 
them by the register. “Let’s take off Exa and find that snack sized zone that Fassa was talking 
about. We’ll get you and Callica some experience and more respectable waistlines. URRP!” She 
punctuated her suggestion with a short belch, a smile overtaking her lips. 


“T always thought how gassy I got after a meal was something obnoxious to deal with before, but 
after the other night with Nava, fuck why didn’t we have her come with us again?” Exa blushes, 
murmuring in agreement, “If Callica and I have our hunts go relatively quickly I’m sure there’ Il 
be plenty more brewing in the tank by the time we get back.” Caldera’s exuberant laughter 
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lightens the cafe as Exa leads the way out. The door frames are lucky that in Nourisher territory 
the architectural norms were built with folks far larger than Caldera in mind. As the two left the 
Barrista called the Fulfillment reimbursement agency about getting a new door. 


Fassa was satisfied with herself for Caldera’s performance, beaming at the capability of her 
ward. Callica had only managed to catch the last few moments of the altercation and was 
relatively uneasy. Growing up as an acquisition, she had only witnessed devouring as a form of 
control and punishment before. She was habituated to be on her best behavior to not raise the ire 
of either Hazel or her taskmaster. Despite her anxieties, she was also excited, exuberant to see 
what it was like to be on the winning side of things. Fassa directed the trio toward the part of 
town with the lowest average weight plate readings. 


It was right outside of the broken neighborhood and had an air of hopeless gloom that contrasted 
the general happiness in the of the city. There were branded Nourishers freaking out on the 
streets, and low quality housing permeating most of the blocks. Liquor stores blotted every 
corner, and the overall feeling of the space was desperation. Exa looked around in dismay, “Is 
this really where we want to be? Those cafes Caldera was hunting around seemed pretty nice.” 


Fassa shakes her head in disagreement, “In those places you would be a snack, not get one. You 
need to start where you’re at. People here lost the rest of their entourages by being the only 
members of their team that didn’t engage in the Third Test. They came from situations like 
Callica, where they were reliant on the funding of their Nourishers to stay well fed. Without their 
teams, they simply waste away here in public housing.” Caldera grunts, “We should have taken 
Nava here, give her a reminder of what happens to people who have stupid objections to the 
Third Test, she’s lucky she teamed up with you Fassa or she would end up like one of these sorry 
lot.” She gestures to one of the crying Nourishers fully disconnected from the world around them 
collapsed against a urine soaked wall. 


Exa remains disheartened, but tries to remain positive as she looks through her notes. “Step 1, 
observe the environment.” She recalls, looking around to see what vulnerabilities may be 
accessible. Callica was far less crushed by the surrounding anguish than Exa. It was pretty 
equivalent to life at the quarry and she’d hardened herself to that misery over her whole lifetime. 
She thought about trying one of the branded nourishers on the street, they were obviously far 
from capable, their shattered minds keeping them from being any kind of organized threat, but 
something about them seemed fundamentally unappetizing, a highly artificial spoiled 
simulacrum instead of prey. 


Callica observed the look of defeat that was ubiquitous on every face, “This place is gross, but 
we'll be doing these folks a favor by putting them out of their misery. I lived with other 
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acquisitions for a long time and you know when someone was ready for the embrace of death 
over another day of abuse in the quarry.” Exa was still highly uncomfortable, but the concept that 
training here was also providing a social service gave her enough energy to give it a shot. “Okay 
Callica, since you know the look who is best to target?” Callica was able to quickly identify 
potential prey, each person’s shuffling footsteps and dissociation from the world clearly apparent 
to her. 


Where Caldera’s hunt was a force of nature unleashed in all of its power and beauty, Exa and 
Callica’s first attempts were sad. They were each successful with ease, but there wasn’t any of 
the lively fight of Caldera’s meal. Their prey each expressing a kind of forlorn acceptance that 
being fucked over was their life and now it would be their death. Despite the contrast in 
experience, it gave both Callica and Exa some of the prerequisite practice to move forward with 
greater challenges in the future. The four returned to the hotel, a mixture of sadness and success, 
emotionally a pyrrhic victory to even witness what it was like adjacent to the broken 
neighborhood. 


While the rest of the entourage had been out, Nava had taken care of Vizhel. She dumped all her 
anxious energy into cleaning out drugs in Vizhel’s system, getting her additional pillows, and 
hating being this close to alone. Since Vizhel was non responsive, some of the madness came 
back to Nava’rix, bubbling slowly to the surface without others to focus her mind on to keep it in 
check. 


She was full of relief as the others returned, ““Welcome back! Is there anything I can do to help? 
Anything to take in? Do you need chemical adjustment? A massage? An ear to.-” She takes a 
deep breath and calms herself down, “Sorry, its been like 3 hours without another person and I 
can’t handle that.” She admits in a sensitive tone. “Did things go okay?” The desperation in her 
energy had a similar repulsive feeling to the broken neighborhood and Callica warned her, “Chill 
out, everything went fine.-urp- Caldera is really good at this! Exa and I managed to hunt our first 
meals too, we hunted near the broken neighborhood. Let’s train as much as we need so that we 
don’t need to ever go back there again.” 


Exa nodded in agreement, coming from a place of deeper empathy for Nava, “Yeah, I’m sure 
with all the support Fassa and you offer, -uap- along with Caldera’s experience we can start 
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hunting in more respectable grounds in no time!” Giving reassurance of Nava’rix’s value in a 
way that effectively pulled her from her desperate panic loops. She hugged her allies and was 
really able to notice the contrast. Caldera’s stomach flowed and writhed with a life of its own, a 
vivacious powerhouse given expression. The movement was both deeply enriching and terrifying 


to Nava’rix at the same time. There was the beauty and power of life paired with the impending 
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force of death. The aspects of life intrigued her and pulled her in, but the feelings of death 
repulsed her and made her want to withdraw. 


Nava’rix had always tolerated predation for its practical benefit to her entourage and herself, 
knowing that the increased strength would get them through more rounds, win her more prestige 
and acquire them all more resources to garner a higher quality of life. After her branding 
however, it was harder for her to turn a blind eye to the harm caused, those who were lost when 
that power was extracted and the overall inhumanity present in that pursuit of power through the 
domination of others. She actively gagged, Fassa putting a hand on her back to recalibrate her 
system and keep her calm. 


Nava asked in a tired voice, “How do you live with yourselves? I want to contribute to the team, 
I really do. I know that the Third Test is by far the best way to practice to excel at the First Test, 
but I can’t do it. I can hardly stand to be around you and I know the alternative to that is dying of 
insanity out on the street. How do you silence that voice in your head that says this is wrong?” 
She inquires, tears overtaking her part way through her words. 


Exa and Fassa try to be supportive while Caldera responds, ““We’ve lived in the world, it’s easy 
to say you don’t want to do something when you live in a gilded cage, insulated from how things 
actually are, but when you’re in a situation where it’s either you or them you learn to choose 
yourself. When you’ve been through that enough, you know that preparing ahead of time when 
it’s not you or them gives you a higher chance to be ready when it counts. It’s just how to you 
stay alive. You learn that your life, your success, is worth it.” 


Nava’rix rocked back and forth, clutching her knees, “I can’t do it, I can’t do this! I feel like the 
branding was a warning that this is a path of darkness! Something I should avoid.” Exa offers in 
a softer, more compassionate voice, “I get it, this isn’t something you want to do, and your 
feelings are valid. You don’t need to, the rest of us will take care of this. I had some similar 
feelings when we were in the broken neighborhood, that I just couldn’t do it. Then I thought 
about the team, and how I had a duty to go outside my comfort zone to make things easier for the 
group.” 


Vizhel sat upright, having awakened part way through the conversation. “Okay, Exa that’s some 
shit!” Exa startles, ““What? I was just trying to help, make things easier for her.” Vizhel shrugged, 
“Yeah, but that’s just a more personalized version of the tactic I was asked not to use, exploiting 
her Nourisher structure in order to modify her behavior!” Exa tenses, seeing the parallels, “Oh 
my gosh, that’s not what I meant at all! I’m so sorry. I didn’t mean to pressure you Nava, I just 
wanted to make things easier!” 
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Fassa interjects, ““There’s a difference here, Exa was trying to modify her behavior for the good 
of the group and to help Nava suffer less, you were trying to modify her behavior because you 
were horny.” Vizhel looks at Caldera’s impressively bloated form, “You say ‘were’ like that was 
a temporary state, I see you grabbed breakfast or lunch or who knows whatever fucking meal 
while I was out. Let’s explore some things we can do with that gut of yours.” Fassa groans, 
“That’s not the point! Manipulating people for things that aren’t necessarily in their best interest 
is different from helping them with things they want.” 


Vizhel scoffed, “Want? I only heard part of it, but Nava’rix made it pretty clear what she did and 
didn’t want. I just hate this hypocrisy of my actions being treated differently from Exa’s just 
because she’s some nice, wholesome Swarmling, while I’m a fabulous genius that everyone’s 
jealous of.” Nava hesitantly responds, “You’re partially right Vizhel, the tactics overlap, but you 
need to hear what Fassa is saying. Modifying behavior to support group cohesion benefits 
everyone, when the group is doing better, each of its members are better too. I do want a way to 
not hurt over this, I just don’t know how. Exa was trying to both help the group and help me 
accomplish one of my stated objectives. She unconsciously was using the exploit to accomplish 
objectives that are worth it.” 


Vizhel defensively crossed her arms, “You’re all ganging up on me! So what you’re saying if 
people are too stupid to know they’re manipulating others it’s okay, but just because I’m smarter 
I have a responsibility? Fuck that!” Nava counters, “It’s not that you have a responsibility 
because you’re smarter, you have a responsibility because you have awareness and the ability to 
change your actions. Delving into the nuance of the situation helps all of us become more aware. 
I’m happy for exploits in my system to be used when it serves all of our well being, because 
sometimes I want to do something and there are internal blocks in the way.” 


Vizhel shrugged, “If you just listen to your impulses immediately there aren’t any chances for 
internal blocks to stop your actions. Problem solved” Nava’rix groans, “That’s a terrible solution 
to that problem that leads you to do shit like buy Rocket Fuel from a sketchy drug dealer. I’m 
learning to be more open to support in the areas where I’m weak, and learning where I’m open to 
being manipulated is part of that. Does that make sense?” Vizhel thought for a moment, “I guess 
that makes sense. If you don’t have an internal tool, use an external one. This was helpful 
thanks.” 


Nava was emotionally taxed by needing to defend her anti-murder position and deal with 
manipulative interpersonal dynamics in the process. Callica mirrors some of Caldera’s earlier 
thoughts, “-urrp- Nava’rix, I know this is tough for you, but you’re going to need to find a 
solution. Checking out how many teams were lost to the third test in the last couple days it looks 
like there’s only two more weeks before this cycle of Fulfillment comes to an end and we need to 
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be ready to do our best when the next cycle starts. Exa and I are trying our best, but have you 
seen what our competition looks like? We need to take every opportunity we have if we want to 
make it through this, or at least make it past the first round. I don’t want to end up like those 
people in the broken neighborhood, without the resources to make it in the city. Exa is right that 
your moral challenges around this are real, however it’s not in a vacuum. You making this choice 


1»? 


impacts our lives 


Nava scrunches even closer to a fetal position, her desire to offer support clashing with her 
morality, her disgust and her fears. Fassa counters, “There’s a reason that Fulfillment is a team 
competition and that there are different tests as part of it. Every member of the team needs to 
contribute, but that doesn’t mean everyone needs to contribute in the same way. Nava’s skills are 
obviously supportive in bringing lots of value in the Second Test. Since she’s so averse to the 
Third Test it may be best for her to focus her efforts where they’ matter most. That way she 
doesn’t need to get involved with the Third Test, while still able to invest her time and energy in 
ways that support the team. Nourishers aren’t really built to eat people like the rest of you are. 
We need to build temporary digestive systems just to handle food in the first place.” 


Callica pushed back, still feeling threatened, “I’ve only gotten to eat one person before, but I can 
tell you the movement and intake method are definitely supportive to the Second Test. If she 
wants to do the best she can there, Nava’rix still needs to participate in the Third Test.” Nava 
crumbles even more, her experience with her previous entourages indicating that Callica was 
right. Fassa puts a stop to the escalating conflict, using her tendrils to pump some mood 
elevating, energy lowering depressants into Callica. 


Fassa offered, “Calm down Callica. Prey helps with the Second Test, but Nava approached it 
from an entirely different axis. The skills she needs to cultivate in order to bring all of the 
eruptions into alignment may be less reliant on that as long as the rest of you can provide the raw 
power. I’m good at my job, and with my support you will be providing that raw power, 
understand?” Callica grumbles, but is more pliable thanks to her manipulated chemical state. “I 
was just scared by the broken neighborhood, I don’t want to end up there. Can we stop fighting 
and start training? Caldera, Exa. How long before you’re ready to go on another hunt?” She 
inquires, seeing further argument as fruitless, wanting to just get moving on things that will 
improve their chances. 


Exa responded in embarrassment, “It’1l be awhile, I’m still having a hard time getting used to 
this center of gravity and needing to deal with unexpected movements.” Caldera beamed 
triumphantly, “I’m ready now, all this sad sack moping is such a downer, a good hunt seems like 
just what I need to get out of this sludge and back to embracing my power!” Vizhel leers, “Yeah 
girl, embrace that power! Let me do some of that embracing too. I didn’t have breakfast with you 
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so I’m ready now. Maybe we could go for a hunting ground for Caldera and I, you and Exa have 
some more time to digest and by the time we’ve hunted. Everyone should come this time. Nava, 
I know you don’t want to try the Third Test yourself, but the tech you’re built out of is still 
helpful for getting it done, are you okay with helping the rest of us?” 


Nava’rix felt respected that Vizhel asked instead of demanding, needing to process for a moment. 
“T don’t want to, but I also don’t want you to die. I get where Callica’s coming from, the broken 
neighborhood sucks and I wouldn’t wish that on anyone. I don’t want any of you to end up as 
meals for others just because I don’t want to hurt people, it would suck to sacrifice the people I 
care about for the benefit of those I don’t even know. I'll work with Fassa on chemical support. 
If you’re going to hunt can we at least have that hunt be of other hunters?” 


Vizhel prodded, “That totally doesn’t sound like a rationalization that some people deserve death 
more than others and that in your grand wisdom you delve out the right to live.” Nava shoots her 
a dirty look, “I thought you were on team eat people, what the fuck? I’m trying here okay!” 
Vizhel continues her needling, “Oh, I’m totally on team eat people. It feels great, increases future 
options and I mean have you seen that Caldera? Let’s just say if a few dozen lives are needed to 
build a scrumptious behind like that, the world is better off with such a magnificent ass. I just 


don’t like bullshit hypocrisy.” 


Fassa bolstered Nava’s perspective, “Not all harm is equivalent Vizhel. Catching one of the 
others participating in the Third Test will at least not increase the total amount of deaths in the 
world, just change who passes. It’s a path of targeted murder to reduce overall murder.” 


Nava starts to come around to Vizhel’s perspective, tensing up again. “That’s true Fassa, but that 
just feels like the less shitty plan instead of a good one. Like buying half a dose of Rocket Fuel 
instead of a full one.” Vizhel groans, “It was just some minor brain hemorrhaging! I’ve done 
surgery on myself plenty of times before in way more extreme situations, you keep taking that 
example and blowing it out of proportion.” 


Nava continued, “T’ll try to look for solutions that are actually good plans, but I’m okay with 
going with the less shitty plan for now.” Vizhel smiles, “That I can get behind, do the best we can 
for now and iterate instead of staying in this hotel room starving!” Caldera gave a nod to 
approval to Nava’rix, “I see that even though you’re still living in your ivory tower you’re at 
least practical enough to not completely screw us over with your ethical theory nonsense. Thanks 
for your flexibility. Anyways, prey bloated with more prey is definitely more fulfilling than a 
scrawny meal.” 
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Nava noted, “The point is to catch them before they do the murder thing, not after.” Caldera 
shakes her head, “Fine. Though I hope you understand that’s putting the rest of us at greater risk. 
I can handle it, and hopefully can keep the others safe, but you’re essentially saying that in order 
to abide by your ethics of who it’s okay to eat that you’re raising the chances that all of us die.” 
Despite this hitting Nava right in a weak spot she does what she can to move forward with 
confidence. “You’ll be operating at a higher effectiveness than predators in similar power and 
weight classes, it’s highly abnormal to have access to two Nourishers, and the biochemistry we 
can work with can do more than provide social cohesion and heal. I'll do my part to insure that 
you’re more capable than ever, and through that less at risk against greater threats.” 


This compromised plan doesn’t thrill anyone, but the entire entourage is willing to work with it. 
Nobody wants to be stuck planning with such a short time until the next season of Fulfillment 
begins. Vizhel and Nava got dressed before everyone heads back out for the next round of 
hunting. With the bright midday sun shining over head, the bustle of the streets provides an array 
of opportunities, far more entourages out and about with Third Test intentions for the team to 
interrupt. 


The entourage chose a location at a mid-level between Caldera’s morning prey and those from 
the broken neighborhood, knowing that against an entourage they’d be at risk 4 versus 5 and 
prioritizing lower threat ranges as a result. As they observe to coordinate who to target and why, 
Nava and Fassa start prepping everyone’s systems for the impending challenge. There are a 
variety of different modification that they target with their temporary upgrades, low doses of 
targeted psychedelics in the dorsolateral prefrontal cortex to access a dilated experience of time 
with more opportunity to react to whatever the situation throws at them. This gets paired with 
high doses of appetite stimulants targeting the behavior of Y5 receptors, and a cocktail of more 
traditional performance enhancing drugs for strength, speed, broad awareness and focus. 


The increased capability in all of these fields is a divine experience prompting Exa to inquire, 
“Wow, I feel like I can take on an army! Is this how you feel all the time Caldera?” Caldera 
thinks before responding, “Based on my change in experience and seeing where you were 
previously at, that’s likely. Nava was right, even though we’re down on numbers, the advantage 
of having two Nourishers enhancing us will compensate.” They decide on an entourage to 
engage with, the members range from half a ton to 2 tons, and there’s no question what they’re 
out to do, hungry eyes dancing across the delicious members of the public. 


There’s a spark of tension when this opposing entourage noticed the team. Nava’rix wants to 
contribute more in some way, noticing that the disadvantage on both weight and numbers would 
be a serious detriment to her allies, but she just can’t bring herself to get directly involved in 
violence. Her and Fassa both do what they can to give a last bit of preparation to the rest of the 
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entourage before retreating into a nearby cafe, squicked by the concept of their involvement with 
such darkness. 


Even with the numbers and weight disadvantage, the combination of Caldera’s proficiency and 
the enhancements to the entourage gave them a fighting chance. The numbers disadvantage is 
immediately mitigated as Caldera charged. She stampeded down the street leveraging her 
powerful legs and tail to body check the three smaller members of the opposing team in a swift 
tackle, knocking them at angles where her allies could follow up. Exa, had practiced synergy 
with Caldera through their earlier eruptions and was already in sync. They flowed as if they were 
part of the same wave and crashing upon one of the adversaries that had been knocked down, 
starting to swallow before her prey could even respond to the initial impact. 


Although Nava wasn’t participating directly in the conflict, the bonding she’d promoted between 
the Swarmling and Paragonas definitely carried clear advantages. Although not quite the 
powerhouse that Caldera is, Vizhel proved that she’s far more apt in combat than either Callica 
or Exa anticipated. The rate at which she thinks paired with the time dilation from the upgrades 
let her use the movements of her much larger adversary to her advantage, harnessing inertia to 
break her target’s stride, sending the huge Paragonas crashing into a street light. 


Vizhel wastes no time for her target could recover, getting to her tail and feet, starting to swallow 
immediately before her prey can reorient. Where Caldera’s power largely came from mass, 
Vizhel had the intricacies of anatomical understanding on her side, creating angles and positions 
where the struggles of her far larger prey were entirely mitigated. Callica was only moments 
behind Exa, but that was enough time for the two others which had been knocked down to 
reorient and get up. They both tried to get a hold of her, hands grasping, each finger clawing 
forth, trying to wrap around any limb or roll they could find to halt Callica in her tracks. She 
knew that pursuing survival was a necessary step in pursuing victory, letting their hands get close 
enough to encourage repeated attacks, while staying out of range, evading their grasp. 


Callica strategically distracted her two adversaries while Exa and Vizhel finished their meals. 
With her lightning fast thought, Vizhel analyzes the situation and decides that Callica is most at 
risk since she’s dealing with two people larger than herself with minimal experience in predatory 
conflict. After her initial impact, Caldera had turned to the largest predator on the opposing team, 
the two circling each other, eyes locked in a show of dominance. 


At two and a half tons, this Verisk outmatched Caldera in scale. The two experienced predators 
were hesitant to make the first move, making sure to hold back and remain unpredictable. With 
so much focus on each other, the Verisk was taken by surprise when Exa leapt on her back. The 
smaller Swarmling scrambled up her mountainous frame to cover her eyes and scream as loudly 
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as she could, blocking off as much of her sensory data as possible to give Caldera an advantage. 
Exa and Caldera lock eyes and their flowing coordination ensued. 


Exa feigned a mistake, releasing the eyes of the Verisk for a moment as Caldera moves to the 
right, covering them again enabling Caldera to entirely change direction, assaulting her blinded 
combatant from the left. As soon as Caldera gets an advantageous position with leverage Exa 
leaps off of the Verisk, not wanting to fall prey to the bigger, stronger adversary, switching her 
focus to the lower risk, more advantageous situation of helping Callica and Vizhel against the 
remaining two. 


Now with numbers, Nourisher enhancement and weight on their side, the combined forces of 
Vizhel, Callica and Exa have an advantage against their two adversaries. Vizhel wastes no time 
in getting a hold of one of the opposing Swarmlings, her previous meal so much vaster in scale 
that devouring these 800 pounds of flesh took her less than a minute. Callica took advantage of 
the remaining Swarmling being overwhelmed by their disadvantage, making sure to strike during 
the fearful disorientation. Exa and Vizhel leapt in to assist, getting solid holds on her opposition’s 
arms, mitigating much of the threat. Callica got to approach her meal at a more relaxed pace, 
restrained prey far from the risk of an unbound adversary. She savored the joy of the experience 
as she brought the Swarmling within her, belly gratefully gurgling in acceptance of its massive 
meal. 


Caldera polished off her prey at the same time as Callica, shooting Vizhel an inspired, rivalrous 
look, impressed that the Verisk had managed to get down more prey than her. They had won, 
each of their bodies began the monumental task of digestion to use all they had taken to build 
more of themselves. Fassa and Nava emerged from the cafe now that the battle was over, 
bustling to the entourage to see what post combat support was needed. None of the team had 
gotten hurt beyond cosmetic scratches, but Fassa and Nava made sure to clean up the breakdown 
byproducts of the performance enhancing drugs left in their systems, making sure to not only 
support their immediate performance, but their long term health as well. 


The team revelled in their victory, Exa jubilantly exclaiming, “We did it! This was so much 
different than in the broken neighborhood, the exchange, the life, the fight!” She groaned, hands 
going to cradle her thrashing stomach as its enraged occupant struggled violently. Caldera 
applauds Exa, “You did great, she was like twice as big as you were this morning and you still 
achieved success, and that pounce on the Verisk, you anticipated my needs so clearly! It felt like 
you just knew. Thanks Nava on that, I’ve felt closer to you and Exa ever since that Second Test 
training.” 
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Nava’s face split into two, one expressed the exuberant appreciation of the value of her support 
being recognized. The other was struck with the horror of witnessing this perverse combination 
of death and life. Caldera pulled her close giving a very embodied format of support. “I get that 
you have challenges with this, but thank you. Those women were strong. Thanks to you Exa, 
Callica, Vizhel and I are all alive and thriving. We got them before they engaged in a hunt, so 
this helps with your objective of reducing murder in the world, with waistlines like the bigger 
two had I wouldn’t be surprised if we saved dozens just today, and likely far more over time.” 
She offered, getting better at understanding what Nava’rix valued and how to connect with her in 
meaningful ways. Nava was still conflicted, but that framing helped her slide further into the 
revelry of camaraderie that permeated the air around her joyful team. The horrified face melted 
back into her surface, leaving the more positive, social visage behind. 


Vizhel appended, “Also, whatever that combination of appetite stimulants you gave us was is 
amazing! I packed away quite a meal and I still feel like I could go for seconds or even thirds!” 
Callica cheered in agreement, enraptured by the feeling of power and capability that flowed 
through her. Exa mused, “Let’s try with some First Test style food, that way we can have Nava 
join in, I know the Third Test stuff isn’t right for her, but getting to eat like that with Caldera now 
that we’ve connected felt great, and I don’t want her to miss out on any of this, she’s part of the 
team too. Fassa, can you help her out with some of whatever you two filled us with?” 


Fassa happily complied, spiking Nava’rix’s appetite to dozens of times its normal range, which 
was still less than a fraction of her well glutted friends. She offered, “That sounds great Exa, let’s 
get back to the hotel, how do each of you feel about moving around?” Exa ponders, “I can get 
around, it won’t be at full speed, and will be a hell of a work out, but I can handle it.” Callica 
shrugs, “Us Paragonas are built to handle movement in these situations pretty easily, I don’t even 
feel impeded, if we needed to go for a sprint right now I’d be fine.” Caldera agrees, “I’ve gone 
on dozen mile runs through the desert with prey levels like this, getting around will be no 
problem.” 


Vizhel laughed, “I’m feeling a bit closer to Exa here, I can get around, but its been a long time 
since I’ve eaten like this, I forgot how good it feels to have multiple people wriggling around in 
there, that inner tension. Life, power and pleasure all wrapped into one. I think strength-wise I 
can handle it, but some of these good feelings are -UAAAP- way more fun than focusing on a 
boring walk. Though tasting them again is fucking delicious, lets do some Second Test training 
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once we get back 
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Chapter 8 


Fassa supported Exa while Nava supported Vizhel in their voyage back to the hotel. They used 
their tendrils to enhance the impacts of exercise from hauling around all that mass. By the time 
they got back Exa could move unassisted with a full range of motion, integration and strength 
flowing through her form. Because of the vastly expanded weight range of the entourage Fassa 
needed to upgrade their hotel room to one with a bed more capable of handling their weights. 


She proudly boasts, “If we keep this up, we’ll outgrow this place pretty soon, nice work ladies.’ 


A series of gregarious cheers rise from the team at their success, room service is ordered and 
they prepare for additional training. 
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Despite Nava’s conflicts, the overwhelming joy of the environment paired with how reflective 
her emotions were of others brought her into an absolutely fabulous mood. Everyone embraced 
their empowered states in different ways, Exa appreciated the feeling of increased strength as her 
body turns more of her prey into herself and decides to practice some exercises for her legs along 
with flexibility around her core. Despite her appreciation of strength and the joy she experiences, 
part of her is deeply confused. “My body feels like it wants to split, Swarmlings not participating 
in Fulfillment go through Mitosis once they double in size and I can feel myself wanting to just 
let go of being me and give back to my community.” 


Caldera immediately cut in, “You haven’t even participated in a First or Second Test yet, hold 
your horses and stick with us in the land of the living. We like having you around here.” Despite 
being commanding, her voice had a warmth to it. She reached over and helped adjust Exa’s 
posture, the exercise feels a bit harder as a result, but is far better at building her necessary 
strengths. Exa beamed at her, appreciating this environment where the demand for self sacrifice 
isn’t a cultural norm. 


Despite the high brought on by metabolizing prey, Callica still focused on training. She didn’t 
have the need to work on her legs as much as Exa thanks to differences in anatomy, and instead 
eagerly dives in to the wonderful food brought to them in the room service elevator! It was all 
better than worker’s paste, but now that she’d consumed prey there was an absence in each bite, 
things were delicious but they didn’t move, they weren’t alive. The food didn’t provide that flow 
of life within her like prey did. Part of her was disappointed that had been life changing so 
recently as food with flavor just felt like another thing, the peaks of her hedonic treadmill raising 
her expectations of how good life could be. 


Despite this simpler food not providing the same elation as prey, Callica kept her eyes on the 
prize. The fun was a bonus, not the point, she was here to increase capacity. Platters of fried rice 
overflowing with peas, huge cauldrons of butternut squash soup, gigantic bowls of congee with 
hundreds of eggs, steam trays with thousands of buns and more disappeared into her at a far 
greater rate than last night. Even with her two prey of the day, the appetite stimulating impacts of 
Nava and Fassa together were apparent in just how swiftly Callica was made progress in her 
training. 


Vizhel found herself a place on the bed to flop down. Despite having not hunted with the others 
in the morning, she was the most bloated from her two enormous meals. While others were 
focused on training, she let herself be lost in the experience of it all. She stripped out of what 
remained of her clothing, and pulled out some vials from her backpack. She dunked her hands in 
a blended myrrh and lavender oil. Once they were saturated she caressed her own flesh, rubbing 
decadently into her skin. 
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Vizhel made broad strokes with her palms, starting with her face, letting the warmth of her hands 
rest on her eyelids. Her perceptive fingers trailed across her brow and down her cheek. The 
interplay of both touching and being touched was even more divine in the context of having so 
much vibrant life inside of her. She stroked her lips, then across her first chin down into the 
crevices of her second, third and fourth. She brought her fingers up to her ears, playing with the 
lobes then moving on to the next wonderful interstice of her flesh. She stroked the sides of her 
neck, as oil dripped from between her chins down her front. 


Vizhel focused on her left shoulder, lifting her arm so that fatty rolls cascaded down from her 
elbow to meet her side and back. Every moment of touch was filled with love, exploration and 
elation as she explored the ever growing abundance of her body. She worked her way across her 
tapering arm, its conical form embraced and loved at every level. The hanging flesh from her 
upper arm. The taut areas above where her skin rested on the powerful muscle submerged 
beneath. She stroked from the deep divot of her elbow moving all the way out to her chunky 
wrist, letting her fingers play together, dancing across her knuckle divots tantalizing her sensitive 
palm. She embraced just how much surface she had to experience the world with and loved 
every inch of herself! 


Vizhel’s embrace of joy in her own glory continued to blossom. Her touch flowed across her 
collar bone, reaching the back of her neck and playfully tapped along her cervical vertebrae, 
appreciating the muscle and fat that protected them. She took a moment to reapply the oils, 
dabbing a little bit on her upper lip and the tip of her nose to amplify the olfactory experience 
and bring this tactile pleasure deeper into integration with her memory. She stroked a line of the 
oil down her face before bringing her hand above her beating heart. Its pace felt unreasonably 
slow since it had been over 16 hours since she’d taken any form of stimulant, but she appreciated 
its powerful, consistent pace as it pumped life-baring blood throughout her. 


Vizhel crafted every movement with intention, feeling her palm rising and falling with the 
motion of each appreciative breath. She stroked across her breasts, fingers tracing along either 
side of the nipple before grasping her own ample form. Adipose flesh spilled out from between 
her fingers, grip sliding as she rubbed the oils into her skin. Vizhel lifted her chest with herculean 
strength, giving her other hand the opportunity to express love for the area often hidden by the 
intersection of her stomach and bust, giving the submerged skin love and appreciation. The 
squirming of her prey was insulated by layers of fat, the powerful inner movement was an 
opportunity to explore the interplay of her churning belly and exploratory fingers. There wasn’t a 
fraction of a chance that she could reach even a fraction of the expanse of her impressively 
expanded gut. Despite her inability to reach all of herself, Vizhel was more than happy to explore 
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embodied joy through every aspect she could, hands gushing down her sides appreciating her 
own abundance. 


Nava’rix sauntered over to the exploratory Vizhel in a lascivious manner. “Last night I promised 
I'd eat another burger for you, but you ended up passing out. Is it okay if I help oil you up and 
then we share a bite?” Her provocative tone sent a shiver through Vizhel’s spine, setting her 
substantial mass jiggling in anticipation, “Yes, thank you! I’d gotten so caught up in the hunt that 
I'd forgotten all about that.” She tosses the mixed bottle of essential oils to Nava teasing, “Your 
hands are so tiny though! They need some more surface area to get all that oil on.” Nava rubbed 
her hands in the oil then together, getting them prepared. Each of her tendrils coating itself 
thoroughly so she’d have a surplus and not need to refill for awhile. 


Nava teased, “Don’t you fret, I plan on getting plenty bigger without needing to participate in the 
Third Test.” With that, she slid across vizhel’s side, getting hip to hip with the more substantial 
Verisk. Despite Vizhel’s openness to swift intimate connection, Nava started slowly, expressing 
respect. She spoke through her actions that this connection was safe, it was okay to be vulnerable 
to her touch, melting any tension held in Vizhel. Nava maneuvered herself past Vizhel’s 
impressive sides to be able to reach the center point of her back, letting her palm just rest there 
for a moment. They synchronized their breathing, as Nava felt Vizhel’s heartbeat. Rivulets of the 
aromatic oils dripped across Vizhel’s skin, dribbling to vanish in the various rolls of her flesh. 


Once the duo were in sync, Nava let her hand move on instinct, making small circles along the 
center of Vizhel’s back. She swept in ever broader circles, starting with a uniform motion, 
adapting where she encountered all the unique curvatures of Vizhel’s massive back. She used a 
balance of gentle welcoming touch and reassuring pressure, stroking out along Vizhel’s scapulae, 
releasing tension in the surrounding muscles. The massaging motions left trails of oil that looked 
like dripping wings on the canvas of her teammate’s back. 


Now fully behind Vizhel, Nava massaged the four enormous rolls of back fat that cascaded down 
from her shoulders. She treated each of the many pounds of flesh with respect and dignity, 
spreading the oil into her with love and care. Massaging Vizhel was far from a menial task, when 
sitting on the bed her hips were substantially wider than Nava was tall, giving a vast expanse to 
experience appreciation with. 


Nava let her hands flood through sinuous paths from Vizhel’s leviathan back to her substantial 
sides. How bloated the capable Verisk was from her prey left her back in its many rolls while it 
tautened her belly to the point that every fold was stretched out, the color variation from skin on 
skin contact and less exposure to sunlight revealing where rolls previously resided. Nava’rix 
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traced their paths giving extra love to the spaces that would normally be harder to access, she 
was patient, kind and loving with every motion. 


Vizhel was appreciative yet confused by all of this. Her experience of intimate touch had always 
been from the perspective of wild intoxicated sex with people she’d met at parties. The slower 
intimacy that gave time for every fear of vulnerability surface, express itself and melt away in 
the presence of love and safety was incongruous with what she understood about deep 
connection. Having someone other than herself be attentive in areas that her own body was 
shielded from the world felt freeing. The fears and anxieties that she used hyper stimulation to 
avoid were given the chance to express themselves. Despite being far from the exciting chaos she 
normally submerged herself in, this was a form of comfort zone expansion for her and she 
appreciated this opportunity for all the new blessings that it brought. 


Nava continued to work on Vizhel’s side, the glutted Verisk was reminded that she could explore 
herself simultaneously. She let her fingernails drag across her upper thigh, tensing as Nava 
moved around to her front starting to massage the behemoth expanse of her exceptional belly. 
Nava was conflicted, she appreciated the freedom she was connecting with in Vizhel and found 
the feel of her many pounds of flesh invigorating. What ended up being more exhilarating to her 
was the churning, squirming movements within that jostled her prey filled stomach. Feeling the 
life of Vizhel and that of the multiple prey inside her felt like an expansion of what life itself 
could be. 


Nava felt the most terrible shame for appreciating the sensation, she knew the cause of that 
feeling was the impending death of another. She hated how she could know that this was so 
wrong, yet still be so connected, so intimate, and aroused. Vizhel, being the hyper observant 
woman that she was, quickly diagnosed what was going on. “If you don’t want to, you don’t 
have to. If you want to, you don’t need to hate yourself for wanting it. Though if it impacts your 
decision, this feels wonderful.” She offered, placing a hand on Nava’s shoulder. 


Nava responded in a small voice, “It feels wonderful for me too, I just can’t forget the loss 
necessary to bring this pleasure.” Her massaging stops for a moment as she contemplates, “But 
being upset now doesn’t make anyone’s lives better, it doesn’t bring back anyone who was lost. 
Harnessing every last bit of good from this conflicted situation seems logically better than letting 
its only outputs be suffering and death. I feel guilty, but I want to harness all the good that can 
come from this challenge.” Vizhel offered, “Well there’s some extra sensitivity on the 
stretchmarks on the underside of my belly near where your index finger is stroking, if you want 
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to harness some good that’s a great place to start!” As she speaks her tone includes a fusion of 


support and arousal. Nava doesn’t need to be told twice, getting her hand under the flesh and 
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exploring with tactile glee. She let her fingers find where the contrast of raised and lowered flesh 
which depicted exactly that sensitive zone, Vizhel shivering in appreciation. 


Nava listened to Vizhel’s cues both spoken and those from her body’s feedback, letting each 
shiver be guidance of places to approach with patient support for vulnerability, or an extra jolt of 
movement to stimulate sensation. Only so much of Vizhel’s underbelly could be reached while 
she was sitting, prompting the lovely Verisk to roll on her side to provide better access. Nava 
massaged the areas that Vizhel had no chance of reaching on her own. She made sure not to 
make assumptions, even though Vizhel’s gut was large and powerful, she was attentive of which 
parts wanted the softest hint of touch, and which craved a more aggressive grasping. 


Nava asked cautiously, “How do you feel about massage for other areas down here?” Vizhel just 
laughed, “Go to town! Thanks for checking in. When I have a big, satisfying meal in me, 
connecting that feeling with other aspects of my sexuality feels great!” With this guidance in 
mind Nava’rix let her articulate fingers drift to Vizhel’s pubic mound, bringing the essential 
myrrh with her. She gave a little tap to the clitoral hood before tracing her fingers along Vizhel’s 
labia, giving love to each crease. Although there was sexual connection, there was appreciation 
for other ways Vizhel’s body could feel good. She drew her fingers back up the inner crease past 
Vizhel’s urethra to ever so gently stroke her clitoris, her middle finger pull slightly from the 
underside so when she released the body’s own movement triggered additional stimulation. 


As opposed to holding a centralizing view of sexuality, Nava treated the entire area with respect, 
not skimping on love for Vizhel’s inner thighs, massaging each crease with care. She gave a 
couple extra handfuls of oil there so as she approached other areas to care for Vizhel could slide 
her thighs against one another for even more exquisite sensation. Nava shifted her attention and 
cared for Vizhel’s knees. She stroked down to her toes leaving every inch of leg pampered. 
Vizhel brought herself back to sitting, the front and top of her stomach the only area remaining 
unoiled. 


Nava’rix found that pressure was appreciated as she pressed on the front of Vizhel’s stomach to 
counterbalance the internal pressures of squirming prey. This prompted Vizhel to blush and 
laugh, “I like you pressing there, but that’s making me gassy as hell. Once we’re through with 
this, your good work will be well appreciated in some Second Test training!” Nava laughed in 
response. She had always worked with her wards from such a distance, feeling they were objects 
that needed to be optimized. Being close with Vizhel in this way felt so genuine and freeing. She 
felt honored by the vulnerability that was shared with her, she felt enlivened by the playfulness, 
and aroused by the powerful expanse of life flowing through the experience. It felt so much 
better to be part of the team instead of managing it, to be a person among people instead of an 
organizing authority figure. With the front of her belly done Vizhel shifted back to her side so 
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Nava could access the top of her gut, which Nava happily massaged, bringing the nourishing and 
loving session to a beautiful fruition. 


Chapter 9 


Vizhel was more deeply restful and content than she’d ever been. Exa diligently worked on her 
exercises, building up more of the prerequisite strength she needed for important aspects of 
mobility. Caldera was happily supporting the Swarmling in her training, giving helpful pointers 
and bodily guidance. Fassa used her tendrils to support Callica in packing away an impressive 
amount of food in her own training. The conclusion of Vizhel’s massage brought a natural point 
of alignment for everyone to check in. 
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Fassa took point on the conversation, “It looks like everyone is prepping in different ways for 
Fulfillment. Nava we need to get you some First Test practice. Even though we have quite some 
appetites in development here, it would be pretty embarrassing for me if you can’t pack away a 
single hot dog.” Nava sighed, “I don’t want to let you down. Thanks for giving me another 
chance at life Fassa. I think that because of how Nourisher metabolism works, it may be possible 
that I can handle far more appetite stimulant than this. We’re constructed weirdly in comparison 
with everyone else. I’m sure I can really step it up with your masterful support!” Fassa beamed, 
“No doubt! Callica, you feel like you’re at the right chemical balance to keep going?” Callica 
gives a thumbs up as she obliterates a 3 foot long sub in a single bite. 


Nava scooched over to the edge of the bed so she can access one of the arced tables, Fassa giving 
her even more chemical support to enhance her capability to build capacity. Vizhel hauled herself 
behind Nava, letting her engorged stomach support the Nourisher’s back. The feeling of a 
non-Nourisher reciprocating support in this way made Nava feel more like a person. Someone 
caring about her needs beyond trying to extract her expertise was an alien but welcome 
experience. 


Nava’rix relaxed against Vizhel, cleared her mind and listened to the feelings in her body. The 
language was the biochemicals that drove her action, ghrelin and neuropeptide Y coursed 
through her system. The message it spoke was clear and powerful, ‘It’s time to eat!’ While her 
previous capabilities had been quite remedial, her ability to have her body collaborate in 
recelving support was remarkable. She grabbed a salad bowl that was filled with an entire 
garden. There were dozens of tomatoes, kale, spinach, lettuce, olives, feta and more. She 
embraced her hunger with reckless abandon, loving the sensual support of Vizhel behind her and 
wielding those energies to get into her devourer oriented heartspace. 


Nava’rix grabbed a fork in each hand and shoveled the dressing laden delight into her mouth 
with glee, alternating hands to embrace a remarkable pace. Her passion integrated into the fervor 
of it all, frenetic pace accelerating as she lost herself to the experience. Soon the bowl was 
empty, cast aside and followed with stacks of pizza. Each slice was overloaded with molten 
cheese and hearty pesto sauce with chunks of heirloom tomatoes permeating its form. After the 
pizza was packed away Nava hit her first wall, the tension of her belly felt beyond what she 
could handle, she’d been so lost in experience that she hadn’t managed to pace herself. 


In a fusion of tenacity and frustration Nava’rix struggled to push through and started on a pot of 
bubbling gumbo overflowing with okra. Her pace slowed from a fevered waterfall to a trickling 
rivulet. Gaps between her bites grew longer as she tried to force herself to get back into gear, but 
felt she was already at her limits. In comparison with her performance the other day, Nava’rix 
had gone above and beyond the call of duty. The salad and pizzas were over two dozen times her 
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previous meal’s mass, and the gumbo felt far beyond her capacity when she was already so full. 
She had more practice helping others push past their walls to discover their actual limits than 
doing so herself, frustrated by how incapable she was in comparison with the rest of her team. 


Vizhel asked gently, “So your sexual appetites partially drive your hunger right?” Nava scowled 
forcing another spoonful into her mouth, shrimp filled bite chewed slowly, holding its place in 
her maw before she managed a belabored swallow, “Oof, yeah I guess. I should try to feel more 
of that...” Vizhel wryly inquires, “Would a sunset help?” Nava was confused by the non 
sequitur, looking out the window, “Uh, it’s like 5 in the afternoon, the sun won’t set for awhile. 
What are you talking about Vizhel?” She asked, twisting back to face the Verisk. 


Nava’rix was met with a face full of 

“-BbbOrrauauU UUASORRRRRRPUAAAA BUAAAAA o000000AAAAAP!-” as Vizhel let out 
an absolute beast of a belch. The earlier discussion of Third Test practices helping with Second 
Test capabilities was proven true beyond any shadow of a doubt. The expansive eruption 
tumbled from her lips with a life of its own. The fundamental frequency was at a level of bass 
that shook through Vizhel’s bones, muscle and fat, a quaking wall supporting Nava’s much 
smaller form. 


The tonal qualities of the belch were complex, an array of different timbers dancing over each 
other as each gas bubble added new flavors to the mix. The sounds of Vizhel’s internal stomach 
gurgles were carried with each torrent of gas, the churning space expressing its form and 
behavior through sound. The juicy eruption brought a heat and humidity that filled the room. It 
was like a sweltering rain forest, bringing a sense of increased life and vibrancy as it swirled 
through the space, echoing off the walls. Vizhel had far more technique than her other allies, 
using a combination of her upper esophagus, soft palate, tongue, cheeks and lips to shape the 
sound in tandem. 


Vizhel’s fine articulation added additional intersections in the eruption’s behavior, phonetic 
shifting and overlap, parts of the sound driven to sharpness while others were more rounded. The 
sound of the belch was joined halfway through by Vizhel groaning in pleasure, her ecstatic moan 
flowing simultaneously with this typhoon of power. The flavors of her prey paired with a 
vivacious energy trampled from her maw blasting out with a powerful intentionality engulfing 
Nava’s entire figure. This paired with reflected tones off the walls generated unique spaces where 
dissonant frequencies over time would shift so in the eruption’s interaction with its own echo 
there was a cohesion and harmony that arose. Each echo added different relationships that were 
hidden in the base all along but only exposed through self interaction. The monster of an 
eruption gurgled to a juicy finish, followed by Vizhel pursing her lips to blow the remaining gas 
right in Nava’s face. 
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Vizhel gloated and teased simultaneously, “So, you really think that was like a sunset?” She used 
a finger to stroke some hair dripping from the humidity out of Nava’s face. Everyone in the room 
was impressed with the power, complexity and sophistication of manipulation. Nava’rix and 
Fassa were struck with goofy smiles, eyes wistful and enamored as if they’d been invited on a 
date with a rockstar. Vizhel snorted, breaking into laughter at their ridiculous expressions, “Oh 
my gosh, you’re so weird! Experiment successful, exploiting a Nourisher’s strangeness for 
good.” 


Nava danced in a happy wiggle, embracing Vizhel with a passionate kiss. Her tongue explored 
behind the Verisk’s teeth, stroking along her filiform papillae, and arcing across her palate before 
withdrawing. She bit Vizhel’s upper lip and pulled back for the contrast of soft tongue, pressure 
hard teeth and release. Nava’s body started making strange sounds as her internal systems 
reconfigured, metabolism going into overdrive to take advantage of what she’d already 
consumed. She tapped into that powerful sensual energy and channeled it into gorging. 


With both internal and external stimuli bringing Nava into alignment, she was able to embrace 
the resources needed for her to thrive. She gorged with a fusion-like intensity, her hunger was an 
entirely different beast from before! She ate like a predator, managing to leave all plates bare 
within minutes. With the abundance that had been present she managed to slightly exceed 
Vizhel’s glut in scale by the time everything was gone. 


A round of applause exploded from the rest of the entourage. This exchange completely 
alleviated the fears they’d been holding about whether It would be possible to succeed in 
Fulfillment despite Nava’s refusal to participate in the third test. Vizhel reacted immediately, 
“Okay, sunset it is, because that inspired some beautiful work. I knew that Nourisher systems 
were variable, but this unexplored frontier has a lot of opportunities. If I knew you’d respond in 
such a hot way, I’d have started belching in your face way sooner!” 


Vizhel laughed as Nava blushes, feeling both embarrassed and triumphant simultaneously. “I 
didn’t realize this was a part of me. I didn’t even know I was a part of me! The only me I knew 
before was the praise I could garner by cultivating others. All of you have been so vital in 
learning that there’s a me beyond my utility. Also Vizhel, I know you said you knew how to 
belch, but the crafting of that pitch shift at 3.762 seconds paired with the guttural vibrato was 


really something else!” Fassa cut in, “Agreed, but I think that squelching gurgle at 2.43 seconds 
really captured an emotional pallet of such depth and intimacy.” The Nourishers gave each other 


nods of agreement at the appraisal. 
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Caldera cheered, “Finally you show some proof that all of your abstract bullshit has use, I’ve 
never seen someone so scrawny pack away so much, you could have taken on an adversary two 
dozen times your size with that level of capacity! Maybe all of these different parts that felt like 
superfluous aren’t only just kind of fun, something of value is hidden there.” Callica breathed a 
sigh of relief, “Thank you Nava, I really thought we were screwed earlier when you said you 
refused to participate in the Third Test. Trying to accomplish as much with a team of 4 as our 
opposing teams of 5 just felt impossible! Now that I see you’ll be able to both carry and increase 
your weight I don’t feel like next week I’Il end up in the Broken Neighborhood. Maybe we can 
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make it up to join the ranks of the great entourages like Viasa’s, Mary’s or Alissa’s 


Exa chimed in, “That was amazing! Did that require Nourisher biology as a prerequisite? Are 
there any ways we can all learn and grow through what you just tried?” Nava had been so busy 
basking in the quality of Vizhel’s eruption, her own sexual liberation, and the satisfaction of 
handling so much that she hadn’t even thought about this. “Most of the systems are biology 
bound, but I’m sure there are some pieces we can export. Fassa and I can brainstorm on this and 
figure out what can be shared. If this experience pushed me that far, even if we manage to export 
10% of these systems they’ll definitely give us a huge advantage in the competition! I somewhat 
understand what’s going on internally. Fassa can you probe my systems with your tendrils so we 
can figure out if some of this behavior is from chemical interactions that the others have 
receptors for?” She asked, Fassa jumped in immediately, eager to explore these new paths 
beyond old limitations. She started to catalogue the intersection of arousal and appetite in 
Nourisher biology. 


Fassa delved into Nava’rix’s body, it appeared that just as Nourishers were constructed as a 
hybridization of Swarmlings, Paragonas and Verisk, different aspects of her responses could be 
wielded in support of each. The gooier intersection of Swarmling and Nourisher structure meant 
that some of the swift integration techniques used to stretch capacity were cross applicable quite 
directly, only requiring some chemical stimulus to modify bodily behavior. This would help 
Exa’s resources get applied more quickly, limiting the down time needed for recovery from 
particularly massive meals. 


The structures involved were least cross applicable to the Paragonas, a few novel chemicals that 
interfaced with appetite bound to receptors that existed across the species, but other aspects were 
quite limited. For how this could help Vizhel, the abundance of sensory capabilities Verisk 
possessed could be integrated with both motivation structures and sensual structures, a few of the 
chemicals involved triggering those axis in tandem so that although it wouldn’t increase physical 
capability, the drive and motivation to execute behavior would be wildly enhanced, overcoming 
any internal blocks as a result. 
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Despite Nava’s incredible achievements for the day, this level of self modification was 
exhausting. Although her body had access to many resources, she needed to rest. She didn’t have 
any experience moving around when so thoroughly stuffed and collapsed on the bed where she 
lay. Autopilot faces bloomed across Nava’s head to face the entourage synthetically providing a 
feeling of support and care paired with artifice. Callica shivered, “I hate seeing Nourishers sleep, 
it’s like you’re living panopticons.” 


Fassa scowled, “We just want to help, is that really so wrong?” Callica gestures, “If your desire 
to help could not generate nightmares, that would be pretty nice.” Fassa took a moment to 
analyze, realizing that this spark of aggressive behavior had a deeper root. She sat down next to 
Callica and applied some oxytocin to the Paragonas, “Are you feeling left out? You know you’re 
a vital member of our team, and we care about you right?” Her voice hit the notes of being 
sympathetic, but felt very rigid like a robotic therapist. Callica defensively shot back, “No! 
Pointing out that people staring while they sleep is creepy has nothing to do with that.” 


Fassa maintained her calm voice, “I noticed how you responded when the hunt for the other 
entourage was going on. There was tension about how well Exa and Caldera flowed together and 
between you there was that small delay. It felt less threatening then, but after you saw how Nava 
and Vizhel connected it got to you. Especially since they had such conflict over Vizhel’s 
speciesism. That must have felt threatening when her connecting with Exa and Caldera left you 
to feel alienated.” Callica yanked away from the tendrils that reached through her skin, “So? 
Sometimes life is hard and my feelings will get hurt. I know how to keep them in their own 
bucket so they don’t interfere with our goals.” 


Fassa reattached more forcefully this time. “It’s my job as your Nourisher to make sure you live 
up to your potential, and I don’t think you feeling excluded is anywhere near your potential. You 
have strong team planning and communicative skills. You’ve been a voice of reason helping us 
reorient, focus and get along multiple times. It feels terrible to do those tasks for a group and still 
feel like an outsider when Caldera actively provokes conflict and Vizhel starts shit.” Callica 
bared her teeth at Fassa, “Yeah, it feels bad, so what? Almost my entire life has felt bad, it’s 
nowhere near as bad as the quarry. It’s nowhere near as bad as reporting to Hazel every day and 
hoping our code wasn’t cracked. It’s nowhere near as bad as trying to teach people a language in 
secret when it was unclear if a taskmaster was loyal to Hazel or not.” 


Caldera paused from helping Exa with her exercises to come over to Callica’s side. The larger 
Paragonas spoke with authority, “That’s some acquisition talk you’ ve got going on, you’re no 
longer a piece of property. Happiness can be something that matters in your life. I’m with Fassa 
on this. You’re a part of the team, but since you’ve been more focused on practical problem 
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solving we’ve taken your emotions for granted. We don’t just appreciate the work you’ve done, 
we appreciate you.” Caldera paused for emphasis, making sure to hammer that point home. 


Once it was clear Caldera’s words were heard, she continued, “Nava’rix is in a unique position. 
She’s accustomed to being this supportive outsider, as she becomes more integrated as one of us, 
her ability to integrate others in connection has been expanding. Once she gets some rest and we 
manage another hunt why don’t we explore some bonding with all of us, you and Vizhel get to 
know Exa and I.” Vizhel excitedly inquired in an invasive tone, “Does getting to know you 
include getting to know that ass of yours?” Caldera responded, “This morning I’d have said no. 
After seeing you hunt today, I have to say that I’m curious. That work you did with Nava was 
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also quite impressive to say the least 


Exa paused her exercises, ““We also need to bring in Fassa, we don’t want Callica left out, but we 
don’t want to leave her out either.” Fassa tensed, a combination of elation at being valued and the 
arrogance which separated her from her team, “I’m a Nourisher and I’m here to manage, I can do 
my job well without any of this bonding stuff, but all of you bonding does seem like it will 
increase our chances of winning Fulfillment.” Exa countered, “Nava is a Nourisher too, both of 
you care for us, it’s okay for us to reciprocate that care.” 


Fassa was unsure how to handle Exa’s words, part of her felt above the other species and that it 
was her responsibility to guide them as an authority figure. She worried that this would be 
compromised by being a friend. She desperately craved the value she saw Nava experiencing as 
a member of the team, but couldn’t draw herself to being interpreted as one of the lesser species 
to be managed for their own good. Her faces expressed an autopilot vacant smile for a moment 
as she was submerged in thought and emotion. The primary face interacting with Exa refocused 
swiftly, her eyes darted around with an uncomfortable anxiety. She responded, sounding far less 
sure of herself, “Thank you Exa, you’re really sweet, and that’s a vital strength you bring to the 
team. I’m just not one of your kind.” She offers, being far less able to indulge in the vulnerability 
which had been so healing for Vizhel and Nava’rix. Fassa felt that in order to be emotionally safe 
she needed to keep herself separated. If others were allowed in, that emptiness she felt about 
needing to serve others would be leveraged against her as Vizhel had wielded it against Nava’rix. 


Vizhel looked around the room, “We’ve been here too long, once Nava gets up let’s move to a 
new hotel.” Exa startled, “I thought we were going to hunt then bond? What’s wrong with here?” 
Vizhel groaned, “We can do that. Just do it somewhere else, just seeing the same fibers in the 
sheets, the same pigments in the walls, if you observe quickly the monotony starts to tax on you. 
Anyways, we’ve grown substantially in a short time. Let’s get a bigger room with a bigger bed 
somewhere near Flash Flood!” 
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Exa cheered, “Nearer Flashflood would be great! We may be proficient enough to hunt at the 
areas on its outer borders.” 


Caldera boasted, “Borders? Let’s go deeper, get a big meal. Nava refuses to eat real food 
anyways, so we could let her rest while we find some delicious entourages to pack away.” 


Callica skeptically pointed out, “I thought you said hunting entourages was more dangerous, if 
Nava isn’t around why not just take lower risk opportunities?” 


Caldera scowled, “I dunno, all of this bullshit she was talking around the number of lives lost is 
kind of getting to me. I still think she’s naive overall, but if we can maybe help the world be a 
better place, and bring down Third Test casualties I kind of feel good about that.” 


Callica gave Caldera a vicious glare, “To me it sounds like you’ve let these fairytales Nava and 
Fassa spin about responsibility distract you from the real world. You joined this entourage to 
enhance your own strength through Fulfillment. They’re right about teamwork and that it’s 
valuable which you needed to learn to more effectively enhance your own strength. I just can’t 
believe that you’d take greater risk for people you don’t even know.” Caldera felt injured to her 
core by Callica’s words, her shoulders tensed, stubby fingers curling into tightly clenched fists. 
Her lifetime of identity as a powerful huntress had been attacked. She scrambled to find some 
way to prove she was doing this all for herself. She rose to her feet, her imposing stature loomed 
over Caldera as her eyes pierced the smaller Paragonas to her core. 


Before Caldera could respond Exa waddled up and kissed her on the cheek, “I’m proud of you 
Caldera.” All of that fear around what it meant to have her identity questioned was melted away 
by that simple act of care from someone she knew it was safe to be vulnerable with. She took a 
few deep breaths and responded to Callica, “I’m planning on continuing to hunt entourages, and 
I’m the strongest asset on this team. You can strike out on your own if you want to go for 
something lower risk, but you won’t be embracing your true potential by playing it small. I can 
pursue my strength in a way that helps others. That does nothing to make me any less strong.” 


Callica felt threatened and ostracized, but had enough experience to know this would be a high 
risk, low reward place to pursue further conflict. She acquiesced, “Fine. I don’t like taking these 
unnecessary risks as we all cater to Nava’s hypersensitivity even when she’s not awake to be 
bothered by it, but I respect that going in with as a team with a cohesive plan has more of an 
impact on success. I’m not just worrying for me you know. I don’t want any of you to die either. 
I don’t think you know what it’s like to lose people Caldera. You were always on top and it’s 
apparent that these are some of the first real social bonds you’ve made. You haven’t had to deal 
with being an acquisition, with making friends only to have their foolhardy overconfidence lead 
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them to death. I’ve witnessed this cycle again and again. It hurts every time. Someone thinks that 
because they had this one tiny success that they’re invincible. I don’t want to be lost and I don’t 
want to lose any of you, that’s all.” She ends in a hesitant tone. Although she didn’t want to 
expose her feelings it was better to get them out herself instead of Fassa intrusively analyzing 
her, breaking her down like her emotions were just parts in a machine. 


The entire entourage got to digest their meals, healing, growing and becoming more empowered 
as luscious abundance bloomed across their bodies. Fassa involved herself with supporting the 
microbiome within each of her wards, supporting the integration of every last bit of nourishment 
possible. With their bacterial and fungal colonists stimulated more effectively than 
Immunoglobulin A could execute on its own, the integration provided was powerful. With help 
from Fassa it was only a couple hours before Nava’rix’s body had completely transformed. Her 
svelte 150 pound figure was no longer bloated beyond reason, but had integrated much of that 
mass in a powerful core surrounded by an abundance of adipose flesh. 


As Nava awoke to this new form she gained a more embodied understanding of why Vizhel was 
so pleased to explore her own form. There was just so much to sense with! Her dramatically 
increased surface area let her experience gradients of temperature over space impossible before, 
her flesh moving gave her in depth temporal feedback systems as her fat bounded to meet her 
inner frame. Nava embraced the increased expansiveness of her nature as she stretched, finding 
that each motion shifted new rolls into being, collapsing others into larger unifications. Nava 
wasn’t the only person pleased with her expansion, Caldera and Vizhel were both impressed and 
aroused by how much she’d become. 


Caldera gave a nod of approval, ““You’ve gotten past my initial hesitations. Whatever your 
abstract philosophical stuff is, it’s not nonsense and it does seem to have actual applications in 
the world. You’ve earned my trust Nava’rix.” Nava shivered in delight. Nourishers were treated 
in many ways, respected by some, honored by others, but very few would call a Nourisher 
trustworthy. The fundamental manipulation built into their very structure normally overrode 
everything. Through her personal development she’d managed to reach a threshold which at least 
partially mitigated that default bias. 


Vizhel agreed, “Before meeting you, I thought Nourishers were just technology to be used to 
improve the lives of people. You definitely improve my life, but I appreciate you on the level of 
being a person now. Maybe if other Nourishers would learn to be part of their teams instead of 
just managing them there would be better connections out there.” Fassa felt hurt by this 
exclusion, desperately craving such positive feedback and attention, embittered by the flow 
between Nava and the bigger gals in the squad. 
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Callica gave Fassa a nudge, taunting, “It looks like I’m not the only one who feels left out.” 
Nava immediately responds, striding over to the two and sitting down between them. She used 
her tendrils to link their circulatory systems letting all of the wonderful feelings of 
acknowledgement and respect that she was blessed with flow through them as well so they could 
share in the experience. Fassa felt her authority had been breached. She wanted to shove 
Nava’rix away, but the validation filled such a void in her that she was forced to surrender to the 
experience. It fed an addiction she couldn’t kick. Callica didn’t resist, embracing that warmth 
and joy which had been present so rarely in her life. 


Nava offered, “I don’t want to leave either of you out. I’m just grateful to be alive, and I know 
that without all of you to reflect I wouldn’t survive for more than a couple days. I honor that it’s 
through the combination of all of your hard work that I get to be here and I’m grateful.” Callica 
sighed in relief, the connection of nervous and circulatory systems giving her clarity that Nava’s 
feelings were in alignment with her words. Fassa felt that this statement of opportunity was just 
some cruel illusion taunting her with the concept that she could be valued and respected, a 
devious ploy to give her hope before ripping it from her grasp. 


When Fassa finally felt rejuvenated enough by all that warmth and love to pull away she ordered, 
“We need to get ready to go. Vizhel doesn’t want to stay here any longer. Nava while you were 
down people decided they want to hunt again, find another entourage hunting in Flash Flood.” At 
the mention of Flash Flood Nava tensed up. “I didn’t do so well the last time we went there, 
there’s just so many people!” Fassa shrugged, “There are, but it does seem like a place that is 
nourishing for the entourage in a lot of ways, we’ll find a way for you and I to make it through.” 


Vizhel piped in, “I just checked the history of the weight plates nearby to determine the flow of 
foot traffic out to FlashFlood, we can try for one of the areas with less people, projectors that are 
displaying teams likely to be eliminated this round that barely scraped by for the last couple 
weeks. That way even though it may be a bit much, we can at least engage in harm reduction.” 
She offered, projecting the map out. Nava and Fassa stared in admiration at Vizhel. Having a 
Verisk plan with their needs in mind was healing, and brought them to agreement. 


Nava noted, “There’s a nice semi-aquatic hotel near there, we could reserve a room first. I bet it’s 
better support for when folks are all filled up. I had no idea how hard getting a belly like that 
around is, I can’t even fathom how difficult it must be when there’s movement too!” Caldera 
clasped her hands and looked to the ceiling in gratitude. “Yes please! All of these drylands are 
fine, but sometimes a huntress just wants the freedom that water provides. Is your stuff all 
waterproof?” She inquired, everyone but Vizhel nodding in agreement. She dumped some cobalt 
blue spheres out of her bag into a rubbish bin. “Those technically explode in water, but 
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everything else I have should be fine, out with the old in with the new!” With that, the group 
collected their things and checked out of the hotel. 


Chapter 10 


When the entourage got to the new hotel Fassa pulled Nava aside, “This place is kind of pricey, I 
got a stipend from my old entourage meeting their end, but we seriously need to place in the 
upper 15% on our first try at Fulfillment if we want to be able to stay here.” Nava crunched 
down a little bit, “Sorry, ’d forgotten about that, my old entourages had been doing pretty good 
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so I never really felt restricted on cash.” Caldera overheard the conversation and interjected, “For 
an upgrade to a nice aquatic space I’m willing to cover the difference.” 


Fassa sniped back in embarrassment, “No, I’ve got it! I’m here to cultivate your growth, your 
resources are unneeded here.” She fumbled in her purse, pulling out the majority of what 
remained to get the room. The suite was a vast pool, deep and expansive. The base was crafted 
from a thick frosted glass obscuring the view of the room below, the frosted glass melted into 
transparency near the wall providing a panoramic view of Flash Flood park and the city’s nearby 
skyline. Water was constantly being pumped through a filtration system, always fresh. A 
thermostat covered the whole range of temperatures from boiling to just above freezing. 


Fassa reminded Vizhel, “Half of us can’t deal with some of the higher temperature ranges, so 
don’t cook any of your friends.” Vizhel rolled her eyes, “I know that Swarmlings and Paragonas 
have these sensitive bodies that can’t handle a meager 100 degrees celsius. It’s such a shame, 
there are so many parts of the world you just can’t explore! Caldera can’t even visit some of her 
own namesakes!” Exa placed her things in the storage on the artificial island at the center of the 
room and murmured, “This heat already feels pretty nice. The world is so cold when there aren’t 
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always people next to you!” Once everyone deposited their things they began their venture to 


Flash Flood. 


The entourage was mostly excited, but Nava’rix still had reservations. She prefered for her 
friends to not be involved in murder, but accepted that’s just how life was. Callica had 
reservations because the specific plan for hunting was too high risk for her. Despite this, Exa was 
overjoyed to be back around tons of people, Caldera wanted to show off her predatory prowess, 
Fassa was proud of how much her team had grown in such a short time, and Vizhel appreciated 
the hyper stimulating environment. 


Nava and Fassa did what they could to maintain focus with all the people around. This time Nava 
managed to do substantially better at staying functional around all the people than before. Her 
own sense of self strengthened by all the emotional healing she’d gotten to do with her friends. 
She drew upon the strength each of them had shared with her to keep her mind in tact even as she 
was surrounded by the needs of others. The Nourishers updated their hunting bloodstream 
concoction, targeting each person’s needs more effectively than before. Along with all the 
previous upgrades, they used what had been learned from Nava’s growth to increase Exa’s 
capacity, Vizhel’s motivation, and new chemistry that could bond to Callica and Caldera’s 
various receptors were all integrated to help prepare them for their task. 


Nava and Fassa made sure to upgrade their allies early before the disorientation got any worse. 
The emotions of the crowd were in a state of desperation as the entourage on the projector fell 
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further and further behind the performances of the others left in the bracket. Callica warned, “I 
have a bad feeling in my spine, something about this feels even riskier than I thought. Even 
though there aren’t that many people here, we’re on the direct path from the main street to the 
projections of where the Viper entourage is competing, and their fan base is pretty intense. 
Maybe we should find another spot to hunt to mitigate risk.” 


Caldera waved dismissively, “You see the pipsqueaks here, this just looks like second lunch to 
me. We’ll be fine. In that last encounter we totally outperformed our adversaries and it was 4 
versus 5. I feel like a more capable huntress than I’ve ever been, whatever these bonus things 
from Nava were feel pretty effective.” Callica quashes her intuition, ““You’re right, I do feel way 
more capable than I’ve ever been, I just don’t like going into a situation so far outside our 
control.” 


Vizhel offered, “Think like a Verisk. Fuck ups will happen. It’s just a matter of being able to 
course correct when they do, it’s okay if we make a few mistakes. The weight range on average 
here enables pretty good mobility for Caldera and I since we can push past the smaller folks, Exa 
has tons of experience moving around people, and we’ve all got your back. If there’s an issue we 
can retreat back to the hotel.” Callica still felt uneasy, but knew that it was better to have her 
head in the game than to let herself get lost in inner conflict. She took a few deep breaths to clear 
her mind and broaden her awareness, but she just couldn’t escape the feeling that something was 
off. 


With such an abundance of people around there were tons of options available for the entourage 
to engage with, many of which were distracted by the sport of it all. Caldera filtered out the 
people who were here just there to spectate. She wanted to insure that since she was wielding this 
power, it would be used against those who were causing harm. She observed with a new 
awareness. Each of her potential marks showing a new dimension of just how many people they 
were likely to eat, how many lives she could save. She checked for the tell tale signs. For 
stalking, hungry eyes that landed too long on the vulnerable. She listened against the chaotic 
noise of the crowd for hungry growls that were just a bit too directed at another. 


Caldera looked for feelings she knew from within herself, eyes scouring the crowd for those that 
embodied lust for power. Exa trusted Caldera was best for the task, letting herself empathize with 
the crowd. She didn’t know of the team on the screen, but seeing how their numbers rose so 
slowly came with the same emotional defeat in her. Vizhel and Callica’s eyes joined in on the 
hunt, all unifying on a single set of targets. 


There was an entourage stalking along the river’s edge surveying the crowd, it was obvious by 
their squirming midsections that they’d already hunted, but their hungry eyes revealed that was 
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only the first course. They were bigger and stronger than the last entourage that the team had 
encountered, but the additional enhancements that Nava had bestowed upon them left Caldera 
and Vizhel highly confident they could handle the situation. The team took to the river, working 
to take advantage of where their adversaries were blinded, using their focus against them. They 
knew that a surprise attack could be the difference between success and failure. 


Although they were down on numbers, the team was enhanced, they had the element of surprise, 
and the sheer scale of both Caldera and Vizhel gave them ways to leverage those advantages for 
even greater initial impact. They were silent and ready, waiting for Caldera to take the lead and 
start the attack as the most experienced huntress. That’s when everything went wrong. 


Fassa’s entourage were far from alone in their strategy of hunting hunters. Just as they had set up 
their ambush, others had taken advantage of their singularity of focus. Rising from deep within 
the river an absolute leviathan of a Swarmling emerged, the displaced water tossing the team 
around like a storm. The chaotic waves flung their bodies onto the grassy banks of the river. The 
entourage Fassa’s team had been hunting immediately fled, spooked by the crashing giants 
behind them. 


Callica reacted the most swiftly, scrambling to her feet and assessing the situation. The 
Swarmling who lead the ambush was well over 6 tons of powerful flesh, her tactics had managed 
to disorient the whole team, making everyone vulnerable to assault. Her entourage had been 
scouting additional areas, each finding active hunters to take on, the 4 sprinted and swam from 
nearby locations on Flash Flood to assist in the fight. The initiating Swarmling had analyzed 
Caldera as the greatest threat. She reached out to grapple her and remove the problem as quickly 
as possible. 


Despite Caldera being a third of her opposition’s mass, the enhancements from Fassa and Nava 
combined put her on near even footing with her otherwise superior assailant. She dodged the 
initial grasp and tried to find her own. Callica saw that despite them being relatively evenly 
matched, this Swarmling’s squad was all on her level, far exceeding what Exa or Callica were 
capable of. “Let’s get out of here!” Callica barked, as she tried to find the best escape route. 
Unfortunately the size of their adversaries did nothing to decrease their speed, these avalanches 
of flesh crashed across earth and water, there was no chance of outrunning them even with a head 
start. 


Nava panicked as she saw everything going wrong and pushed her way through the crowd to 
help her team. Callica had been right, this was dangerous, they needed to get out. Caldera started 
to get the upper hand on the much larger swarmling until the second member of the opposing 
entourage arrived. This second Swarmling immediately joined in on the fight. Although Caldera 
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was a valiant and capable fighter, this was far beyond her capability to handle. The Swarmlings 
worked in tandem to restrain her arms and powerful legs, lifting Caldera’s substantial form so 
she couldn’t use the ground as leverage. 


Caldera thrashed, her spine and tail making erratic movements trying to break free of her 
opponent’s hold. She managed to get an arm free only for it to be recaptured. She found herself 
staring down the hot slimy esophagus of the opposing Swarmling as aggressive lips encircled her 
face. She panicked, Caldera only had experience with winning, being at such a disadvantage was 
new ground to her, beyond her realm of expertise. Her thrashing grew more panicked and less 
organized as she felt the moist esophagus of her devourer start to bring her down with an 
inevitable peristalsis. Exa attempted to interfere and give Caldera a chance to escape, clambering 
up the assailant and gouging out one of her eyes. 


The opposing Swarmling flinched, but she’d been in serious fights before and could handle that 
kind of surprise and pain. Exa went to gouge out the other eye only to be flung against a nearby 
oak tree shattering it to splinters on impact, body wracked with pain. She gasped to breathe, but 
still held on to her tenacity. She forced her way back to her feet and charged in against the 
terrible situation in order to do whatever she could to help Caldera. Vizhel charged, knocking 
over the ally of the half blinded devourer, getting Caldera’s powerful legs free. Even though her 
vision was cut off by the throat of her consumer, Caldera could tell that things had shifted 
outside. Her allies help gave her at least a fraction of an opportunity to get through this. She 
kicked with all her might, delivering an assault that could break steal. The blow was entirely 
insulated by the abundance of adipose flesh on her assailant, her power was nothing here. She 
felt another swallow pull her own mountainous shoulders downward into that hot, slimy 
darkness. 


Callica tried to flee, sprinting toward the hotel, trying to get somewhere safe and protected. Her 
retreat was too slow. The other Swarmling tackled her, taking her down in a single gulp. Where 
Caldera was almost on even footing with these powerhouses, Callica was not. She had always 
thought she’d end where she began, a victim of Hazel, not strong enough to harness her own 
destiny. Here she was in the churning gut of a stranger, all because those she was connected with 
by the tumultuous tides of chaos didn’t know how to stay safe. She knew when there was no 
light at the end of the tunnel and wept within her fleshy prison born into a world out of her 
control and set to leave it in the same way. 


Vizhel grabbed onto Caldera’s hips and yanked as hard as she could, trying to free her ally from 
the end that awaited her. At first she managed to get Caldera a few inches out, Exa joining in to 
try and pull her free. However their combined strength couldn’t outpace the peristalsis, the 
Swarmling’s lips soon encompassing their hands, making their end as inevitable as Caldera’s. 
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The half blinded Swarmling wasted no time, letting the power of her appetite outpace the 
resistance of her prey, bringing in Caldera then Exa, and finally Vizhel. 


The Swarmling who had consumed Callica puzzled, “That was only 4, where’s their 5th?” The 
rest of the opposing entourage arrives, one of the larger Verisk grumbling, “Oh come on, you 
already got all of them? Save some for the rest of us!” The Swarmling countered, “If you didn’t 
notice one of them took my fucking eye, they were way stronger than they looked and there still 
should be another out there!” The recently arrived Verisk sported a goofy grin, “Are you saying 
we should... Keep an eye out for her?...” Only to be given the nastiest glare. 


As if on cue, Nava managed to get to the scene, seeing the writhing stomachs of these 
adversaries. Caldera, Callica, Exa and Vizhel had been been consumed by these predators and it 
was all Nava’s fault. She broke down into tears at the loss of her friends and sniffled, ““Th-this is 
all my fault, if I’d been with the team I-I.” She bawls uncontrollably, feeling the powerful loss of 
those who had shown her kindness after she’d dashed her own life against the rocks. The 
opposing entourage was highly confused. The one eyed Swarmling commented, “Wait that’s a 
Nourisher. I’ve never seen one that size before. Without being skeletal they actually look kind of 
tasty. Hey Nourisher, do you want to join your friends?” She taunted, shoving Nava’s face 
against her belly. 


The Swarmling forced her to feel the squirms of her entrapped allies through the surface of the 
glutted sphere before continuing, “If you want to get away with your life, tell us where the last 
member of your entourage is.” All of the people around paired with the emotional chaos of loss 
drove Nava into a semi-catatonic state, autopilot support faces popping up to blankly smile at the 
people who murdered her friends. Despite the majority of her mind being on subconscious 
operation a small fraction of her consciousness remained represented by a single face with tears 
gushing from her eyes. 


The Swarmling growled more aggressively, yanking Nava up off the ground, lifting the 
Nourisher to be face to face with her. “Here’s a taste of where you’re going if you don’t fess up 
to where your last ward is now!” She threatened, letting out an aggressive “BORRRP!” The loud 
rumbling belch triggered an emotional cascade that shattered the few bits of sanity that held the 
remainder of Nava’s mind together. She could smell the pheromones of her friends on that 
eruption, triggering memories of connection. 


Nava reverted to mumbling, “I didn’t want this to happen, I didn’t want to lose them! I just didn’t 
want to hurt anyone, my friends shouldn’t die because of that!” The Swarmling who had 
devoured Callica points to Nava’s branded throat, “She’s broken, she can’t be their Nourisher. 
Don’t stress about the one we missed, they were trying to participate in the Third Test, we were 
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just making sure less people will be harmed, job done.” Nava cried back, tone going from 
helpless to furious, “What about my friends? You harmed them! They’d agreed to only hunt 
other hunters too.” The one eyed Swarmling shrugs, “Sometimes bad people need to be hurt for 
good people to be safe.” 


An unbridled rage came to Nava’s many eyes, the faces that normally turned toward others arced 
in a disc to all hold a singular focus on the one eyed Swarmling. “My friends were not bad 
people! They were good people doing the best they could with what life dealt them.” The 
boundaries between her faces began to tear, a hydra-esque aesthetic overtaking her as fragmented 
furious faces sprouted. The normally creepy and disconcerting, but generally harmless aesthetic 
Nourishers shared contorted beyond the pain and self hatred of being branded and broken into a 
visceral madness. 


The powerful opposing entourage had never witnessed anything like this, the one eyed 
Swarmling stumbling. “C-calm down, they were hunting, and we were just here to make sure 
less people got hurt.” Despite her earlier threats, fear was apparent in her eyes as Nava started to 
climb the overwhelming expanse of the Swarmling’s belly. The one eyed predator tried to shove 
Nava’rix away only for her fingers to slide through the viscous goo that Nava’rix was made of. 
The forces that maintained Nava’s stable anthropomorphic form for ease of access for support 
were glitching. 


Nava’s movement was relentless, reaching with an arm to grasp a handhold of flesh to pull 
herself up. Another arm sprouting from her elbow to pull further, she was one being with a single 
objective, revenge for her loss. She would break herself however she needed in order to punish 
the people who had stolen away the friends who had made her life worth living again. She felt it 
in every cell of her being, pieces breaking off and rejoining as they inexorably scrabbled toward 
the one eyed Swarmling’s head. 


Although most people had seen hunting before, witnessing a Nourisher hunting was a new kind 
of terror that struck witnesses deep to their very cores. The partygoers of Flash Flood close 
enough to witness the horror fled in all directions, everybody unsure of exactly what kind of a 
threat Nava was. The other Swarmling tried to pry Nava off the one eyed ally, only to have Nava 
ooze between her fingers, limbs and tendrils rose to tear chunks of flesh from the meaty hand, 
skeletonizing it as she passed through. She swallowed the pieces while moving, integrating each 
into her as she ascended past the bust up to the face of the one eyed Swarmling. 


Nava wrapped her legs around the behemoth woman’s neck, straddling it as her upper body 


ominously tilted forward. Each face loomed with a different expression of rage. She was spitting 
and fuming, screaming and accusing, crying and in pain. Her myriad of emotions and 
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sub-emotions all given full expression simultaneously as her fatty flesh had rended itself into 
many columns. Her single set of massive hips held many torsos, arms and heads. Hands grasped 
at her opposition’s face, nails digging into skin, palms yanking on hair. Her tendrils formed 
vicious hooks, grasping and tearing to shred the outer layers and reveal those she loved within. 
The logic of freeing those she cared about was beyond what her mind could handle, every part of 
her heart and mind was driven by one voice, the voice of revenge. 


Each space where Nava’rix had a hold her body shifted, whether it be a hand or hook. Her flesh 
contorted into teeth, lips and tongues engulfing and swallowing the one eyed swarmling from 
many angles. Whenever a growing ring of lips encountered another they would merge, 
integrating with a primary purpose, to consume this villain. Her many faces joined in, all the 
swallowing appendages converging into one as she engulfed the one eyed Swarmling’s head. The 
Swarmling’s ally was a fierce defender. Even with the loss of one of her hands she tried to pry 
Nava’rix away only to have her remaining hand shoved against her mate’s face, by Nava’rix lost 
in her act of consumption. 


As Nava’s tongues unified in tasting the Swarmlings, the feelings of rage and sadness were 
joined by others. The immaculate sensation of power, the delicious experience of flesh, all of it 
coursed through her driven by her vengeful rage. Her throat grew and distorted in preparation to 
handle the over 16 tons of flesh that was being asked of it. The sensation of tension, of being 
stretched was added to her experience, it paired with flavor igniting a swirl of joy in the rage that 
sparked from her mind. Nava’s consciousness was a tiny speck on the ocean of her own 
experience, her body and emotions processed such an engulfing intensity of experience that her 
own intentions crashed about in an ocean of self. 


Nava continued to swallow, taking in the many chins and fatty forearm of her dual prey. A 
smaller mouth representing her conscious mind expressed itself in between her brows. “STOP!” 
She screamed at herself. She witnessed this monster of hunger and revenge, a force that wielded 
her as a vessel to do the unspeakable, possessing her as an avatar of destruction. When she took 
such abhorrent and brutal action out of rage it was the worst thing she had experienced until the 
joy from the taut power of bringing life inside her blossomed. 


Nava had believed that doing something terrible out of rage, lost to her own actions as a helpless 
witness was against everything she felt in her heart. Then her heart sang in a chorus with her 
anger. There was still the rage, a desire for revenge for the murder of her friends, but there was 
more. As she engulfed her violently struggling prey she felt pleasure. The taste of her meal’s 
bust, the wriggling of the fight, the jiggling of her flesh in response to it all. Her heart 
surrendered to the hunt, joy permeating her very cells as her mind was left in shock. 
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Nava knew better, this was wrong. She was even more of a monster as her heart embraced this 
devouring, reaching a threshold of feeling truly alive. It felt like the entire universe was 
encouraging her to submit to the power, the rage, the joy, the completion of experience. Her mind 
felt small and weak against the torrential storm of her heart, body embracing the consumption 
with reckless abandon. She felt the natural flow of drawing life into herself, her body knew what 
to do. Her cells didn’t fear the rage or the terror or the joy, but let them flow through, each driven 
through action. 


Nava broke and unified repeatedly as her body needed to shed archaic crystallizations of identity, 
sloughing off the stagnant old, embracing form only as it served the function to consume. As 
other emotions and completeness joined the rage people fled. Her conscious mind grew stronger, 
trying to fight back, to stop her actions. The mouth that had grown at the location of her third eye 
let its tongue lawl out, cells rapidly moving there to execute the will of her consciousness. The 
body of her mind struggled to pull itself from the body of her heart. She preferred death over 
becoming this kind of monster. She fought against herself as her greater body consumed ever 
more, pulling the ribcage of her primary meal into her own throat. 


A slew of arms emerged from Nava’s shoulders, working with her peristalsis to send her meals 
toward their inevitable demise. She hated herself so deeply. This was worse than the emptiness. 
She was full of things, and that fullness felt wonderful. Those wonderful things drove her to 
commit the most inhumane of harms. As more of her meals vanished into her, the representation 
of her conscious mind pulled itself more from her third eye. This expression of her mental self 
was an emaciated skeleton which pulled itself from the abundant indulgence of unbridled 
consumption. 


As the toes of Nava’s first meal disappeared into her mouth she was almost free of herself, 
struggling to free her mind from the prerequisite of causing harm. The second Swarmling had 
already been half engulfed by her. At this point past the apex, her body was far too effective for 
escape to be possible. With a herculean gulp, that Swarmling was also added to her bloated belly. 
She tried to free her mind from her emotions, to take charge, to pull what was left of the 
goodness in her from this monster she’d become. 


The lips at Nava’s third eye swallowed this piece of her mind that was trying to escape, returning 
mind and heart to unity. Nava’rix regained access to her body, after this great terror she was in 
control again. Tremors ran through her as she tried to piece together the madness of what 
happened. She clung to her sense of control, afraid that it would ripped from her once again. She 
felt that monster was what she truly was and it was only her own deceptive nature that obscured 
this truth. 
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Fassa sprinted to Nava and hugged her tightly, “You got justice for Caldera, Callica, Vizhel and 
Exa. Thank you.” Nava pushed her off, “Justice? This is not justice, this is just more murder. I 
feel their life inside of me, as my tendrils connected with them I pulled parts of their minds, they 
had friends, people they cared for, people that cared for them! I wasn’t strong enough to stop this 
cycle of injustice. I couldn’t just hold onto my hurt and let the rage die with me! I was too weak. 
I couldn’t choose to embrace this hunger when it would have saved my friends, and it was only 
with their loss that I’ve learned how truly terrible it can be. They’ re all fucking dead Fassa. 
Killing these two doesn’t bring them back! It just adds more corpses, more loss.” Nava looked 
down at her writhing stomach as it gurgled in gruesome satisfaction. 


Tears streamed down Nava’s face as she felt the rising of those internal gurgles. She lamented, 
“Fuck, Vizhel was right live prey makes you gassy as hell. I don’t want to erupt though. It would 
feel good, I don’t want to lose myself to the monster again, to be a vessel for that all consuming 
force. I don’t want to be bribed with joy to burn the world to the ground in the name of justice 
while burning the truth of justice with it.” 


Although Fassa could not truly comprehend how Nava’rix felt, she could see the depth of the 
pain which engulfed her ward. She held Nava close and lets her cry. When Fassa spoke her voice 
was soft and full of care, “I don’t think you’re a monster. I don’t think those Swarmlings were 
monsters and I don’t think any of my wards were monsters. You’re just a person in a world that 
isn’t fair doing the best you can. You fell today, but you don’t deserve to be ended for falling, 
turn the same compassion you have for each of them onto yourself. When we fall in a broken 
world all we can do is get up and try to do better.” 


Chapter 11 


Nava’rix didn’t know what to do with herself, she felt terrible and wonderful simultaneously, 
torn as if she were multiple beings at once forced to inhabit the same form. She felt the loss of 
her friends contrasted with the experience of life inside her. Part of her wished she had broken 
earlier, so at least if she was a monster she could be a monster with the people she loved. She felt 
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profound guilt for the joy that rose from integrating life, especially as the internal gaseous 
gurgles warned of an impending belch. 


Nava’s mind and heart lingered on the connection she’d cultivated in the shared eruption with 
Caldera and Exa. Her emotions clung to Vizhel’s playful and seductive use of the technique. 
Fassa stroked Nava’s back, a synthetically therapeutic tone skewing her voice. “It’s okay, if we 
don’t take the shards of positive from this loss then the loss wins. Share a sunset that would 
mean something to all of them, celebrate their lives and how much better they made ours.” 
Fassa’s intuition told her to step away and give Nava’rix the space to feel what she needed to feel 
and do what she needed to do. Nava reluctantly agreed, tears still streaming down her face. She 
took a deep breath, feeling her chest rise and fall, the jostling squirms of her prey truncating the 
process, sharpening sections of the inhalation and forcing out bits of the exhalation. 


Despite Nava’s feelings of betrayal she listened to her heart. She listened to her stomach, to the 
network of sensations, feelings and memories that flowed through her. She let herself feel and 
connect, starting with her memories of Vizhel. She engaged in an uplifting visualization of 
Vizhel ascending into a bright light of infinite experience, feeling a huge bubble of gas rising in 
tandem with her vision. 


Nava experienced Vizhel’s sensitive fingertips grasping the light as a catalyst for release. 
“-BuUurRRRRrrOOo00A A ROUAAAA PPPP-EeeeeurrrrRRRUAOQOoo0OOORRRP!-” 
Nava’rix belched with a divine power, all of the previous energies of cohesion and inner 
alignment mixing with the life of all within her. The fundamental frequency was below the 
infrasonic range, pressure waves reflecting and refracting off the ground, trees, water, and more. 
The power behind this broad bass generated a complex array of overtones that reflected with a 
subconscious intentionality. 


The simulated light frequencies of Nava’s vision subconsciously sculpted the motions of her 
throat and maw. The sound of the belch was a compression of the 3 dimensional model of Vizhel 
expressed as the titanic eruption. It drew from a deep range of feeling, the relationship collapsing 
and expanding as waves overlapped with waves. The strange mechanics of Nava’s body 
resonated with the soundwaves, her gooey flesh emulating the behavior of non newtonian fluid 
as the sound vibrated the space around her heart. As the beefy blast shook from her, the 
incredible mass of her body was shifted by compression waves. Expansion and contraction 
overlapped as the waves reflected and emanated from different angles. Thirty seconds in to the 
groaning powerhouse of an eruption a force of order came with the powerful compression waves 
aligning. The huge mass of her body was crafted by these powerful coordinated waves into an 
incredibly high density, systems contorting as the reflection of her own forces smashed her into 
an array of points, the space they occupy so small that she vanished from view. 
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Despite the severe contortion of Nava’rix’s body into forms far from standard functioning, the 
objective oriented structure of her cells enabled her to keep this powerful belch burbling forth. 
Parts of her were compressed into spaces so miniscule that she breached the Schwarzschild 
radius at multiple nodes. Compression waves forcing their motions to create intersecting 
boundaries of degenerate spacetime leading to intense frame dragging. This modified the 
boundaries of how the waves traveled to generate further levels of high complexity in self 
modification. Parts of Nava were still present at her normal scales while others would vanish into 
points of singularity, tearing into the earth and pulling from the surrounding river as her 
frequency spanning eruption shook onward. 


Pieces of the belch reflected in containers of degenerate spacetime were freed as the orbitting of 
her high density sections shifted, these spaces returned what had been lost beyond their 
degeneracy back into the greater world. It pulled flesh from Nava’rix, her body openly giving of 
itself as the space around her heart was taken, tendrils reached from her chest to the sphere 
floating on soundwaves in front of her. The tendrils delivered one of her 5 brains from her own 
body to this divine sphere. The variability of her body paired with the sculpting of sound 
coalesced as the sphere began to hone itself into a familiar shape. 


Brilliant algae green eyes and a pervacious smile took form as the sphere was sculpted by sound 
and life, growing in resolution from simple to complex. As the behemoth belch rumbled on, an 
ample torso took form. Nava’s visions of Vizhel embracing the light gave form to her departed 
friend, taking from herself and from the environment to craft her once more. Vizhel was reborn 
into the world, blessed with many new gifts from Nava’s metabolism. Their hearts were still 
connected as the divergent Nourisher continued to belt out her life cultivating belch. 


Even with the vast expanse of Vizhel’s incredible intellect, she couldn’t fully diagnose the 
situation. She knew that whatever it was that flowed through Nava was something good. She 
grasped the belching Nourisher’s hand placing it on her heart as she slid herself to the side, 
clearing space for Nava to continue. As the beefy belch gurgled on with a juicy undulating 
power, Nava’s second brain descended, reaching forward from her heart as more of her mass was 
donated to revival. Nava’rix was lost beyond thought, simply a vessel where feelings shaped 
behavior. In her experience this type of abandoning the sane was a source of untold destruction, 
but from this space of life, love and care, it was an even stronger avatar for creation. 


Nava’rix sat within herself and witnessed generation flow through her form. She was a channel, 
but this time her mind didn’t fight it, she contributed in whatever small ways her consciousness 
was capable in order to set right that which had been lost. “UAeeeeeecooo0RRRRRAaaaaaa--!” 
The wet eruption trampled onward, more of her flesh and the flesh of the world flowing into a 
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new vision, Caldera. The interlocked sensation of strength and caring streamed through her into 
this new form as leviathan legs grew from huge hips, tenacity palpable as Caldera fought her 
way back into being. Her vivacious power was assisted by the sculpting forces of sound 
receiving the donation of Nava’s own being in her substantiation. She started to speak, 
attempting to figure out what the hell was going on, but all sound was drowned out by the 
eruptive voice of life that flowed through Nava’rix. She observed Vizhel as a cue and got to 
Nava’s other side, placing the gassy Nourisher’s hand on her heart, being present and supportive 
for this path of bringing life back into the world. 


Fassa saw Nava’s energy was starting to fade. The intensity of continuing this eruption paired 
with the distortions of her physical form were incredibly taxing. She brought herself to the center 
of the cone of the initial eruption, face to face with Nava, all of the sub-patterns of the sound 
shaking through her, tendrils reaching from her heart to intersect with Nava’s, working together 
to direct the life force flowing through her. As the hot, humid eruption wrapped around Fassa she 
let Nava’s central nervous system guide her, surrendering her body and letting it become an 
extension of Nava’rix. Their necks both arched back, craning skyward. Fassa, Caldera and 
Vizhel joining in on the eruption simultaneously with belches of their own, each flowing as 
extensions of the other, they were not separate but the voice of life speaking through 
interdependent beings. 


High density points rose in a swirling maelstrom of chaos which flowed into a greater order and 
power above them. The final two brains rise from Nava, leaving her only with the expanded 
corpus callosum of her own processing. Flesh came from the whole entourage into this swirling 
point collapsed density beyond recognition. Soon the point expanded, flesh returning to Nava 
and leaving Exa and Callica tumbling back into the world. Although her friends were back alive, 
Nava’s task was not complete. 


Exa and Callica placed Fassa’s hands on each of their hearts, all of their central nervous systems 
flowing as one as their voices joined this primordial leg of the eruption. The two Swarmlings that 
had been the catalyst for this whole exchange were brought back into being from that high 
density point of spacetime distortion, they tumbled to the ground as the six beefy belches gurgled 
to a satisfying stop. Nava felt her ability to hold on to consciousness with most of her minds 
missing fade away, leveraging this point when she was still connected with all of her allies. 


Nava spoke to the Swarmlings, “I got what I could of your minds copied from within me, but 
there may be substantial portions missing, go home and talk to your loved ones, find what was 
lost and embrace this new chance at life.” Her tendrils withdrew from Fassa, Caldera and Vizhel, 
leaving her to collapse on the ground, catatonic without access to all of her brains. The 
Swarmlings left, lucid and upgraded in many ways, but eager to follow Nava’s advice and 
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recover memories that she hadn’t been able to copy. Fassa immediately reconnected to the fallen 
Nava using her hand and mouth tendrils to start and regrow the brains she’d donated to reviving 
as high resolution models of her friends as possible. 


Chapter 12 


Callica screamed, “You’ve been copying our brains without telling us?” and raised a hand to 
strike Nava, enraged at such a breach of consent. Caldera caught her fist, “She just fucking 
resurrected you and obviously can’t process what you’re saying right now. Show a little respect, 
we can get to that issue when she’s functional again.” The larger Paragonas offered, lifting Nava 
as Vizhel picked up Fassa, carrying them both back home to the hotel. 
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Once back at the hotel Fassa snorted, grumbling in confusion, “I don’t get it, Nava should be 
operational again, I’ve replaced all the pieces she lost, but she’s still non-responsive.” Exa 
gasped, “What if we can’t bring her back? She gave so much to revive us, there may have been 
nothing left to keep her alive.” She clutched Caldera close for support and comfort. Caldera held 
the Swarmling as she looked at Nava’s synthetic, blank and pleasant expressions shimmering 
from her form at each of them. “She was willing to give from herself for all of us, fuck this 
stupid martyrdom, she was on a path to greatness! By herself she handled both of those huge 
Swarmlings! If she’d just thought of her own well being and improvement this shit wouldn’t 
have happened.” 


Vizhel countered, “By ‘this shit wouldn’t have happened’ you realize you mean all of us would 
be dead right? I like being alive, but this does appear to be highly abnormal behavior. If we look 
at this logically it’s very unlikely she’s gone. Once she gave up parts of herself to rebuild Exa 
and Callica she still was able to direct the revival of those who devoured us and could speak. It 
was only after disconnecting that she fell into this state. Fassa, can you get her to reconnect with 
all of us and see if that helps?” 


Callica shot back, ““Who says I want to connect with her? Her stupid aversion to doing the basics 
of living in this world got me fucking killed, and now I’m supposed to just pretend that didn’t 
happen? Did you not hear the part where she has been stealing parts of our minds since the day 
she met us? I’m done with all of you. At least the other acquisitions knew the stakes and people 
were only dumb enough to get themselves killed and not everyone else. I’m leaving.” Callica 
started collecting her things only to have Caldera block off the door. “Callica, stop being a brat. 
Yes Nava is a privileged little snowflake that doesn’t understand how dangerous the real world is 
and that put us all in danger, but she also cares about us! Look at what she gave so that we could 


”? 


live again 
Callica screamed, “No! You don’t get to beat someone up and steal their clothing then ask to be 
treated like a saint because you gave their clothes back. She didn’t just bring us back. She’s the 
reason we died in the first place! I don’t know how well she stole from your brains, but 
everything I remember from dying was terrible. I was crushed, burned, I couldn’t breathe! It’s all 


her fault, and I’m not going to forgive her just because she did something powerful before she 
collapsed into this.” She contended, swatting the empty Nava, knocking her over into the water. 


Exa swiftly fished Nava out and propped her back on the bed. Fassa diplomatically offered, “TI 
understand you’re upset Callica, and I won’t say you’re wrong to be-” Exa cut in, “I will. You’re 
wrong. Talking ill of someone who sacrificed themselves for you is bullshit.” Callica fought 
back, “She sacrificed all of us for her stupid morals first. When push came to shove and they 
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threatened her life she didn’t stay this meek tower maiden, disconnected from the world. When 
her life was on the line instead of ours she fought like hell!” Vizhel blinked, tapping Fassa before 
responding. “Callica, how do you know what she did? You were kind of dying in a stomach at 
the time.” 


Callica overcame her desire to be defensive and agreed, “I have a memory, it’s kind of like a 
dream where I wasn’t myself. I was Nava and I remember her climbing up that huge Swarmling. 
There’s no way I should remember that, did she fuck with our heads even more?” Vizhel 
coordinated, “Maybe when the link between us was severed her memories didn’t all go back to 
her body. Does anyone else have memories from Nava? Do they just fill in the space since she 
last copied our minds? Are they independent or do we share the same pieces of her? This may be 
what’s necessary to bring her back.” 


The entourage paused their conflict to look within, deep breathing paired with clear focus in an 
attempt to diagnose what was going on in case it could help the catatonic Nava’rix. While the 
others contemplated, Vizhel chimed, “Got it! She deposited a new organ in me when I was being 
rebuilt, I couldn’t figure out what it did, and there were more important things to think about at 
the time.” Callica growled, “So along with stealing parts of our minds she also hid weird organs 
in us? Why do you want her back again?” 


Vizhel snapped, “Shut it Callica, some of us care about Nava!” Fassa put a hand on Vizhel and 
one on Callica. “I understand you want to defend Nava Vizhel, but this isn’t the way to do it, 
Callica was already feeling left out before all this happened and now everyone is rallying around 
their relationship with Nava to ignore her concerns. The last time her concerns were ignored, you 
all died. Callica, it’s okay to be upset, and we can discuss the parts of this that you’re not okay 
with, but I think Vizhel is onto something with this. Having Nava here is a necessary part of 
solving any disagreements about how us Nourishers have been treating you.” 


Callica’s head whipped around to face Fassa, “Wait you’ ve been stealing copies of our minds 
too?” Fassa offered, “It’s just part of properly supporting people, if you don’t know what they 
want, you can’t build your support to actively meet their needs. Every Nourisher does it every 
time we interact with your central nervous system. I’m sorry that we didn’t communicate about 
that with you. I get that moving forward with that without your knowledge was not okay. Once 
Nava’s back we can talk it out, okay?” Despite feeling invaded, invalidated and ostracized by the 
community over all, Callica was reached by Fassa’s words. She responded in exhaustion, “Fine. 
We'll follow Vizhel’s plan cause she’s fancy and smart, bring back that manipulative bitch and 
then work from there. Even if what she did wasn’t okay, that doesn’t mean she deserves this.” 
She vaguely gestured at the apparently empty shell in front of them. 
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Vizhel glared at Callica, “I’m exercising so much self restraint right now not to devour your 
petulant ass. Self restraint is my least favorite thing to exercise, so you should thank your lucky 
stars I love Nava and care more about fixing this than setting you straight for every dumb thing 
you said in the last couple minutes. Anyways, there’s this additional organ in me and I’m 
assuming each of you based off of how her reconstruction process worked. When Callica started 
speaking I assumed it contained memories, but it appears to be broadcasting and receiving a 
signal from Nava. I don’t think that you have her memories I think she experienced her 
remembering through you. When we were connected, it was like we were all different organs of 
the same body.” 


Callica growled, “Remembering through me? You’re saying not only did she steal parts of my 
mind, but she’s using my brain without my consent too? When you figure out how to use this shit 
to bring her back we have a lot to work out.” Exa supportively rubbed Vizhel’s shoulders while 
Fassa pumped calming chemicals into her. The Verisk took a deep breath and then continued. “TI 
think that her consciousness got transferred to this new system which uses these broadcast 
points. The input/output systems that used to rout to her own central nervous system work 
through these now, she hasn’t learned how to operate them properly yet.” 


Callica panicked, “Operate? You aren’t talking about a toaster, you’re talking about us, people, 
we shouldn’t be operated.” Fassa interjected, “By operating people Nourishers constructed the 
only place on this planet where it’s at least illegal to consume other people, it’s obvious that the 
other species aren’t mature enough to operate themselves. You need some guidance just to 
reduce the amount of slavery, sacrifice and murder going on.” Callica spitefully spoke, “Yeah 
Fassa, this is why everyone hates Nourishers.” 


The entourage nodded in agreement, Caldera appended, “But even with all that being true, I still 
miss Nava. Even with all the manipulation I feel she was worth it. She chemically altered us to 
make us more manageable, she copied parts of our minds, and has even used your body as part of 
her own, but she loves us. I can feel her love for us right now.” 


Callica countered, “You know who else did everything because she loved me? My mom Hazel, I 
was put to work in the quarries so I’d grow strong, she wanted to make sure I had what it took to 
fight and make a life for myself, not just drift aimlessly where things are handed to me. She 
loved me but that doesn’t mean keeping me as an acquisition and forcing me to toil every day 
wasn’t abuse. Nava’s abuses are much more of a gray zone, but they’re still wrong.” 


Callica’s voice shifted, her cadence reached the crafted manipulative pace in which Nava spoke, 


“T don’t know how this works yet and I know using one of you to talk is the exact type of 
problem you’re talking about. I’m sorry Callica, Everything I’ve done is because I want to help. 
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Moving forward I want to communicate clearly with you about what you do and don’t want. I 
want to respect your boundaries as we grow together. I know this is a boundary violation right 
now, but I don’t know how to do any better.” 


As Nava’s words came to a finish Callica screamed, “How can the rest of you be arguing that she 
needs to be brought back when even in this state she’s still fucking with our heads?” Fassa 
offered as a voice of reason, “You do know if we restore access to her body then she won’t need 
to violate your boundaries to communicate right? We’re doing what we can with this situation. 
She’s doing what she can.” Exa wondered aloud, “So why are the memories and speaking 
coming through Callica? I’d be happy to let Nava work through me, and Vizhel thinks all of us 
got these extra receivers. This seems like this path is generating unnecessary conflict and wasting 
the group’s resources.” 


Callica agreed, “Yeah, what the fuck Nava? Can’t you just mind parasite one of your loyal fans 
here?” Vizhel puzzled over which factors may have caused to this unfortunate state of affairs. 
She mused thoughtfully, “I think that with Nava disconnected from what she’s known before she 
feels isolated, threatened and out of her own control. Because you’re in a similar feeling space 
there’s less resistance in your reception to being acted through.” Callica grumbles, “Less 
resistance? As shitty as that is, that makes some sense. Can one of you feel the feelings, or are 
your lives just too good to understand what that’s like?” Callica asked maliciously, glaring 
around the room as she crossed her arms over her chest. Exa thought about it and ramped herself 
into that emotional zone, “Isolation. None of you have ever been around people. You don’t know 
what that experience even is! Back in Kirix there were always people everywhere, and everyone 
knew the value of the team. The busier parts of Flash Flood is how Kirix is everywhere! The 
Swarm doesn’t have all this wasted space. We pack it with people accomplishing objectives for 
the greater good. All this empty air is infuriating!” 


Exa paused and her cadence shifted as Nava spoke through her, “Vizhel is right, Pll try to calm 
down, I’m sorry Callica, I don’t want to be a mind parasite. I don’t want to work through any of 
you when you don’t want to be worked through. Fassa, Vizhel. Can you work together to put one 
of whatever the organs I made are in my body? That way I won’t need to violate any autonomy.” 


Vizhel found the idea plausible and bounded over to Nava. She grabbed Fassa’s hand and placed 
it over the location of the organ. “Do you really think you can build one of these in her?” Fassa 
hesitated, “I know how to heal things that had been there, or duplicate something I’ve had in my 
system before, but I don’t know about building something. I don’t know anything about how this 
works. This is a complex structure and I may mess it up.” Vizhel countered, “What’s the worst 
that can happen? Her body already isn’t working. What will it do, not work squared?” Fassa 


105 


Fulfillment 


snickered, “You know that there’s an adage common in every nation that when a Verisk asks 
‘what’s the worst that can happen?’ don’t do it right?” 


Vizhel waved dismissively, “The words of small minded clumps of stagnation and stupidity. 
Nava managed to do it, and she’s still here, maybe we can have her work through us to build 
one.” Despite her hesitations and fears, Fassa agreed, tendrils wriggling into Vizhel as others 
pierced into Nava. Through the translucent goo of Nava’s form a small cluster of cells could be 
seen. They started forming and growing before the expansion suddenly came to a stop. Fassa 
growls, “Fuck it was working, but I don’t know how to really let go of control and just let the 
work happen through me. I want to help, I really do.” 


Vizhel grew impatient and frustrated, ready to complain before Caldera encouraged, “You can do 
it Fassa, we believe in you! You’ve worked with Nava before to help us prepare to hunt, and that 
was empowering. Just think of it like that, where sometimes you’re guiding and sometimes 
youre being guided.” Fassa tried again, making a small amount of additional progress on the 
organ but still unable to bring it to fruition. She recoiled from Nava and Vizhel, cursing, “This is 
pointless! I don’t know how to build this thing, I don’t even know how it works!” 


Exa put an arm over Fassa’s shoulders and offered, “Since I’m able to get into the emotional 
state needed to help Nava communicate and I’m okay with her wielding me like that this is no 
longer urgent. You’ve already made like 2% progress, just 48 more sessions like that or so and 
things will be fine. Just because things aren’t instantly fixed doesn’t say there’s anything wrong 
about you, this is a complex task and it takes time.” Exa’s support and optimism reached Fassa 
who tentatively asked, “So I don’t need to instantly fix everything?” Exa shook her head, “No, 
that’s not required of you. It seems all of her subconscious processing is still running and unlike 
most Nourishers, she has some mass to her and won’t die soon because of inability to focus on 
eating. As long as we take care of her and make progress over time all will be fine.” Fassa 
calmed down a bit, the feeling of pressure lifted from her shoulders. Caldera noted, “It also 
seems likely that her senses still work since she was able to respond to the context of what was 
going on, unless she was just hearing through us. Nava, how are you experiencing this?” 


Exa got herself worked up again to let Nava flow through her, the Nourisher’s confused voice 
spoke. “It’s a lot, I think I’m hearing through the 5 of us, there’s a ton of visual stimulus but I 
really can’t sort out between one thing and another. Sense data is all jumbled, there are times 
where synesthesia is kicking in and your words all turn into colors. When Callica was feeling 
extra violated it tasted bitter and sour. Some of it is coming from my body, I definitely felt it 
when Callica knocked me over.” Caldera puffed herself up, looming over Callica emanating an 
aura of intimidation. 
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Nava continued to speak through Exa, “Stop it Caldera. I felt what Callica was feeling and it 
hurt, everything was ripped away from her and she’s never had the experience of a safety net, 
there was no safety in feeling like her mind could be hers again. Feeling her terror was intense.” 
Callica shot back, “See! Even she gets it! I know all of you can just get over it, but being invaded 
in that way, none of you were ever Acquisitions you don’t understand what it’s like for every 
choice you make to not be your own. You don’t know what it’s like where all you have left is 
control over your own mind when everything else is for your master. When your mind was the 
only thing you could retreat to truly having control over, having it used by someone else is 
deeply unsettling and brings back the terrors of every bad thing thats been out of your control.” 


Caldera wasn’t buying it until Callica’s emotion flooded her, Exa and Vizhel giving them insight 
into what she had experienced. Caldera collapsed to her knees breaking down into tears, “Is that 
how Acquisitions feel about their masters?” Callica felt conflicted, her emotions and memories 
being shared felt like a violation, but it clearly helped bring Caldera from ignorance to 
understanding. Exa gave Callica a supportive hug, “I didn’t know that’s how you felt. In Kirix 
we sublimated ourselves to the greater whole, but it was clear the hive had our best interest in 
mind, Hazel was a cruel and ineffective master.” 


Vizhel stared in disbelief at Caldera, “Are you telling me it took having a slave’s memories and 
feelings beamed into your head to get that maybe slaves don’t like their masters?” Caldera 
shamefully admits, “Well yeah. Most of the time the acquisitions were nice to me! I thought that 
was because they appreciated my leadership. I gave them direction that let them build strength, 
but now I see that it was just a fear of the repercussions of expressing any other emotions.” 
Vizhel slapped her palm against her face, “Caldera, you’re a great huntress and I’m happy to be 
your friend, but that’s some of the dumbest shit I’ve ever heard.” 


Caldera shrugged and Vizhel hugged her, “But admitting it, and not fighting back about being 
called out on it is a kind of strength you didn’t have when we met. I’m proud of you.” Caldera 
responded, “That was super sweet until you started groping my breast.” Vizhel cackled, “What? 
Can’t a friend give a genuine hug then notice that who she’s hugging has a little something good 
going on? Or in your case a lot of something good going on?” Caldera groaned and pushed 
Vizhel off. “Sometimes I think you’re the smartest person in the room, and others you seem like 
a raging ball of hormones who can’t think 15 seconds ahead.” Fassa teased, “I think you’re right 
both of those times Caldera. Vizhel, remember that whole consent thing we’ve been talking 
about? That applies to more than using someone’s mind.” 


Vizhel sighed, “I’m sorry, old habits die hard. I’m still trying to get this asking first thing. I 


always ran with the model that it’s better to get forgiveness than permission. It keeps you moving 
and dynamic, but I’m seeing how it also leads to a disproportionately high amount of boundary 
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violations. Caldera, is it okay if I grope your breasts?” Caldera just glared in response. Vizhel 
grumbled, “Fine I won’t.” She got back into position to help Fassa make progress on growing the 
creased spiral of an organ. Callica gently offered, “I know that all of you wanted to hurt me for 
what I was calling out in Nava’s behavior, thanks for keeping control instead of attacking me.” 


Exa beamed, “Just because we didn’t like what you were saying didn’t mean you were wrong. 
After getting to experience some of what you meant I really get why someone just barging into a 
mind like that is not okay. I don’t think Nava had any other options at the time, but just because 
folks are doing the best they can with the tools available doesn’t mean it’s okay to silence people 
calling out the injustice inherent in those behaviors. Thank you for being strong enough to stand 
up to us Callica. Even though we’re in deep connection that’s no reason to become an echo 
chamber that silences voices calling out injustice great and small.” 


Vizhel mused, “Speaking of great, small and injustices. I don’t know if any of you noticed this 
but we’re all our same sizes, those Swarmlings were the sizes they were before consuming us 
and Nava is bigger than before. I get that some mass came from the surrounding area, but that 
doesn’t cover this level of discrepancy. I think whatever the strange spacetime stuff she was 
using when rebuilding us managed to generate energy which is something I thought was 
impossible. Even though this brought up a lot of challenges, I think this may just be the path to 
not only placing, but winning Fulfillment for all of us without needing to have any murder 
involved.” 


When Vizhel noted that the conservation of mass had been bypassed, it sparked everyone’s 
attention. Caldera inquired, ““What do you mean winning fulfillment without hunting? It isn’t 
possible to become the biggest, baddest predator without getting a few smaller ones under your 
belt if you know what I mean.” Vizhel shrugged, “That’s how its always been, but all of us are 
back, those Swarmling huntresses are back and Nava still managed to build up all this!” Fassa 
pauses on organ generation to preemptively warn, “Don’t grope Nava while she’s catatonic. It’s 
not a good look Vizhel.” Vizhel defensively countered, “I was going to just gesture! Come on 
Fassa, have a little faith!” 


Exa asked, “Would you have faith hearing yourself say that?” Vizhel paused, “I’d see past the 
words and encourage some extra sensual touch right at the crease of my right love handle cause 
that could seriously use some care! Just craving some powerful hands to get in there.” Exa’s 
cadence changed as Nava speaks through her, “Hey this is Nava, I don’t have any opposition to 
caring touch Vizhel, but I want to have enough access to my body in order to respond. Thanks 
everyone for creating a space where boundaries are defended even when the person in question is 
incapacitated!” With that in mind, Vizhel worked to let her central nervous system more 
effectively connect with Fassa, trying to get Nava back in action as soon as possible. 
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Caldera had been lost in thought and as her voice rose again there’s a sense of hesitant confusion, 
“If we don’t hunt others how will we remain strong enough to take care of ourselves against 
those who will?” Callica begrudgingly argued back, “As much of a fiasco as this whole thing 
with Nava has been she definitely showed that capability for self defense isn’t depleted in the 
slightest by engaging in whatever it was that let her both grow and bring prey back.” Exa noted, 
“She did give us all a new organ, so it wasn’t just avoiding damage to the prey, it was actively 
giving back more than we entered with.” 


Callica shot Exa a dirty look, “Are you forgetting about the whole experience of dying? That part 
kind of sucked!” Caldera’s voice spoke with Nava’s cadence, “That part was not me, once I got 
control again I managed to turn off the nociceptors in those Swarmlings using my internal 
tendrils, the experience of digestion doesn’t need to be painful and I was even able to overwrite 
the carbon dioxide levels in their circulation to dramatically reduce the fear response!” Callica 
cringed, shaking, “But fear and pain are pretty important signals that this thing eating you is bad, 
turning off those parts violates their decision making.” 


Callica snorted, “Can you just talk through one place, this moving around is confusing.” Nava 
interjected through Vizhel, “I’m still learning how to talk at all, this is confusing for me too.” 
Vizhel’s concentration was broken by the words and the organ growth was paused, now close to 
70% complete. 


Fassa had been so focused on the work in tandem with Vizhel that she’d lost track of what was 
going on, “Did you say something Vizhel?” Despite the concentration break, Vizhel quickly 
reoriented. She excitedly pondered “I bet once we have Nava back online she can build the 
systems in all of us to eat this way. Hunting was always a learning experience which I love, but it 
did kind of suck that people needed to die so that others could thrive.” Caldera asked in a 
threatened voice, “If power isn’t for fighting, what is it for? My entire life I’ve pursued 
becoming the best me I can be, measuring myself off of my ability to beat others, but if it isn’t 
about having what it takes to destroy an enemy why does power even exist?” 


Fassa shook her head, “You do realize Nava created 6 bodies, new organs, an advanced form of 
communication, upgraded nervous system and did all of this acquiring more energy for all of 
reality? How can you see that and not realize the power to destroy is far more limited than the 
power to create?” Callica defended Caldera, ““That’s easy for you to say, you’ve always been 
insulated from destruction. Despite her advantages from birth, Caldera built her life around 
climbing the ladder of chaos to be more than everyone else. This rips away a lot of what value 
even meant to her, I thought you’d be more empathetic to that with your brain snatcher shit.” 
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Fassa tensed, growing more combative “ Nourishers have always tried to create, but we’ve lived 
under the paradigm of destruction inherited from the rest of you. Before we tried to just pretend 
what was happening in the world was a lie. We turned the other way and let it happen in the 
shadows. This is an opportunity! Here we can do what we were built to. We can take the world 
and make it better! Take you and make you better!” 


Callica groaned, “Don’t talk like you’re better and we’re worse. I’m not here to be continuously 
insulted, manipulated, controlled and abused.” Fassa waded over to Callica, submerging her 
tendrils in the distressed Paragons. She pumped her full of sedatives to make her more pliable 
and easy to manage. Callica’s speech grew slurred and she started swaying, “Fuck you Fassa. I’m 
leaving get someone else for your cult of obedient drones.” She yanked herself away, stumbling 
through the water to the door. “I’m going to find work, something that doesn’t require toiling for 
these brain parasites. Caldera, Exa and Vizhel despite being brainwashed by this Nourisher cult 
you seem like pretty cool people. I hope you get free of their manipulation some day.” 


Callica left, slamming the door behind her. Fassa snarked, “Well that was an over reaction, I was 
just calming her down so she wouldn’t do anything stupid. We don’t need her. With these new 
techniques we can blow the competition out of the water in both the first and second tests! We’ll 
get someone new at the recruitment bureau tomorrow to replace that small minded bumpkin.” 


Caldera had so much identity wrapped up in her experience of being strong through her power 
over others that she was too lost in this identity shift to register the conflict between Fassa and 
Callica. She let her vulnerability through, “How can I know my value if I can’t compare it to 
those I’ve vanquished?” Fassa laughed, “Once you figure out how to know your own value in a 
healthy way let me know.” 


Exa expressed, “I really hope Callica ends up okay. This was already really tough for her, you 
shouldn’t have violated her like that Fassa, it wasn’t an effective technique to serve the value of 
the group. I can’t help fix the situation with her, but I do know a way better way to understand 
value. The Swarm has developed very solid metrics for understanding your value based off of 
your contributions to the greater whole, I’d be happy to share the most up to date table with you, 
it will let you optimize your behaviors to best serve!” 


Vizhel snorted, “That’s closer, but your system is still broken Exa. Having authority figures tell 
you what your value is gives external metrics but it’s broken, oppressive and incomplete. It 
couldn’t even tell you that you’re worth keeping alive. From what I’ve seen you’re a pretty 
awesome lady and sacrificing you just to make more Swarmlings that don’t have your experience 
and wisdom is pretty ignorant of value too.” Exa blushed, wanting to argue, feeling frustrated 
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that her position was attacked while simultaneously appreciating the staunch defense of her value 
as a being. 


The sweet Swarmling asked, “What about you Vizhel, how do you determine your value in this 
changing system?” Vizhel shrugged, “I don’t have an answer yet. Life is about trying things, so I 
guess Ill keep trying new ways of seeing my own value, though it doesn’t hurt being a genius 
with a sexy gut like this!” She offered. She struck a pose, spine arched deeply as her long 
lascivious tongue licked across her lips. She stroked her hands across as many of her rolls of 
flesh as she could reach, emphasizing the vast expanse of her entrancing figure. After showing 
off, Vizhel reestablished her concentration working on completing the organ with Fassa. 


Nava managed to speak through her own body, “Even if most of you don’t see your own value 
outside of these systems, know that my care for you is beyond any of that, but contains every bit 
of it. I’m pretty sure I can build the tools to eat like this in all of you. I know my anti-murder 
perspective got you all killed last time, but this time we have a tool set capable of meeting all of 
those needs for empowerment without generating suffering and death. Are you willing to give 
the path of life another chance? I know the concept of consuming your friends instead of your 
enemies is a little weird, but there’s so much potential here! How does everyone feel?” 


Exa responded first, “This seems more fundamentally resource effective, and enables greater 
collaborative generation of value, let’s do it! I was ready to give myself to another Swarmling of 
Kirix if my calories could be better used that way already. This version is even better since it 
doesn’t end me.” Caldera scrunched her nose, and relented, “I’ll need a lot of help feeling like I 
earned this growth without wrenching it from another, but if you’re willing to support me with 
that, I’m happy to give it a shot. I definitely feel comfortable and ready to eat all of you, but I’m 
terrified by the concept of getting eaten on purpose, it just seems like everything in my instincts 
speaks against it. Despite that, I’d be dishonoring myself to not embrace the best skills available 
to me, I’m happy to try.” 


Vizhel exuberantly cheered, “Getting massive with you hotties sounds like a great time. I’ve 
never had a safe opportunity to explore someone’s digestive system before, it’ll be a great new 
experience!” Fassa gave her approval, “This strategy seems most likely to lead to a win, every 
young Nourisher dreams of that and this is my chance to actually live it!” 


Nava cheered, “So all of us are in! Thank you all for joining me on this journey. When we work 
out the pieces, this will be able to help so many people! Fassa, do you want to join in the 
devouring and being consumed?” Nava offered. The other Nourisher tensed up, “It feels so 
unprofessional, but I think you’re on to something real here Nava. I’d always felt winning 
Fulfillment was all I really wanted, and I still want it, but now I see it’s possible to make a 
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greater contribution and help people access this path of growth without destruction, think about 
what this could mean! We could end the war between the Paragonas and the Swarm! With all 
that said, I’ll leave the eating and being eaten stuff to you and invest my skills to nourish you in 
that path.” 


Vizhel appraised, “Wow Fassa, I never thought you’d want anything more than winning.” Fassa 
continued, “Without all that senseless killing we could have even more participants, any 
competition is only as good as its player base. Getting all those additional people involved would 
make winning an even greater honor!” Caldera laughed, “I guess you don’t need to give up all of 
your old value metrics in one day, let’s set up the biggest Fulfillment ever and win it!” 


Fassa and Vizhel finished building the broadcasting and receiving organ in Nava’rix. Nava 
gratefully exclaimed, “Thank you so much for that!” A tremor passed through the right arms of 
the entire entourage, involuntary motions as Nava attempted to figure out more of how to move. 


Vizhel noted, “If all of those motions had been through one space you’d have just raised your 
arm to shoulder height, are you able to use the feedback system of feeling what’s moving in 
order to keep the movement isolated to one part?” In response each right arm lifts in perfect 
unity. Exa gasped in astonishment, “When she did that I not only felt my arm going up, I felt all 
of yours too!” All arms lowered as Exa excitedly continued, “It looks like whatever the case is, 
Nava provides a cross over of experience. I guess it makes sense, even getting to belch with her 
before was a really connective and she seems good at bringing folks together.” 


Nava tried again, managing to just raise her own arm this time. When she attempted to lower it 
the stimulus accidentally spills back to everyone, causing their arms to twist back at the 
shoulders. “Ow!” Exa yipped, getting herself back in alignment. Nava responded apologetically, 
“Sorry! The borders between all of us are really blurry.” 


After additional attempts, Nava’rix regained access to greater control of her own body. She was 
able to send clean movements through any of their bodies at will without the signal spilling out. 
Once she stabilized she offered, “So I’m going to try and build the metabolic tools for you to eat 
like I did, does someone want to volunteer to try first?” Vizhel’s hand immediately launched 
skyward, the fatty roll of her shoulder bouncing joyously. “I’d love to!” Nava’rix placed her 
hands on Vizhel’s shoulders, bringing her face close so that they were mouth to mouth. Tendrils 
explore deep into Vizhel’s body, spreading out to build and modify many structures. 


The relationship between Vizhel’s cells became more variable, bringing them wildly enhanced 


motility. Vizhel immediately collapsed from an anthropomorphic form into a pile of gelatinous 
goo, prompting screams from the rest of the entourage. Nava used her tendrils to give Vizhel 


112 


Fulfillment 


some stability as she learned to give direction to her body to maintain a specific form, getting her 
shape back. Vizhel spoke as if she were heavily drunk and had just gotten a mountain of 
novocaine injected into her tongue. “How do you hold all this together? Holy fuck Nava! It’s 
taking all the processing I have just to be aware of how each of my parts is working and trying to 
hold them in place.” She admitted in astonishment. Nava focused for a moment and Vizhel’s 
body resolidified, “I can use my mind to hold you together while you get used to things.” 


Without the need to hold all her focus on just keeping a functional body, Vizhel got to explore 
some of the capabilities present with this high level of modification to be much more like a 
Nourisher. She lets her fingers transform into all kinds of different shapes, ranging from 
screwdrivers to syringes to electrodes. “Wait, you can modify your shape arbitrarily at any level 
of hardness, conductivity and more? Why haven’t Nourishers taken over the planet yet?” Fassa 
bragged, ““We’ve only existed for 50 years and we’ve already established the most important 
competition in the world. We aren’t here to take over, we’re here to cultivate growth.” 


Vizhel just laughed, “But all this stuff you can do! I knew that Nourishers weren’t living up to 
their potential when Nava blew my expectations out of the water, but you can really access 
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anything!” Nava cheered, “And now you can too! Fassa, can you plug some tendrils into Vizhel 
and help keep her stable if she has any challenges while I upgrade whoever’s next?” It wasn’t 
long before Vizhel was stabilized enough to keep a form on her own, actively embracing this 
new edge between stability and transformation. She explored some of the light manipulation 
capable with her upgraded cells, making her skin transparent to see all the organs within. After 
the anatomical study, she let vibrant waves of color flow through her in a psychedelic display 


ranging from blinding light to reflectivity, to absolute absorption of all light. 


Chapter 13 


Vizhel announced, “Good luck with the upgrades. While all of you get set up, I’m going to go 
hunt, put these new skills to the test. I’m so excited to be able to eat without killing someone! 
Fassa, could you be a dear and pump me full of those hunting hormones?” She bubbled 
enthusiastically. Fassa’s tendrils plunged into Vizhel’s form, its adaptive structure even more 
receptive to her modification. Now psyched up and ready to go, Vizhel bounded from the hotel, 
eager to find her lucky prey. 
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Near Flash Flood there were constant parties giving Vizhel a dizzying amount of options where 
to go. She decided to browse through the streets, and let her belly guide her to whatever 
delectable morsel struck her fancy. Then it struck her, like a gleaming beacon, the Fleshquake 
dance club. The high intensity synth lead music called her. Despite being the middle of the 
afternoon, Fleshquake was only lit by an aggressive strobe. It was loud, disorienting and a 
perfect place to find some distracted, delicious prey. 


She paid the cover charge then strutted out onto the floor, eyes exploring many potential meals. 
The late afternoon crowd wasn’t anywhere near as wasted as nighttime hunting, but there were 
still a couple vulnerable targets that stood out to her. The most delicious drunken dish was a 
Paragonas punk sporting a neon green mohawk and glowing tattoo across her chins reading “T 
eat cops for breakfast.” At a solid ton, she wouldn’t be a feast for Vizhel, but she’d make one hell 
of a snack. 


The punk was disorderly and uncoordinated, her dance moves rarely syncing with the pounding 
bass of the blaring EDM right next to a subwoofer. Vizhel danced over. Her own motions 
smooth, sultry and enticing. She had to scream to be heard over the music, “I love your tattoo, 
fuck the police!” The punk nodded semi-coherently, pumping her fist. Vizhel grabbed the punk 
by her studded vest, pulling her close enough to be heard over the music, “If you want to fuck 
more than the police, meet me in the bathroom in two minutes.” Vizhel offered in a lascivious 
tone. 


The lovely Verisk turned away, making sure to pause for a moment, emphasizing the captivating 
jiggle of her flesh. With the bait set, she prepared her trap. She scouted Fleshquake’s restroom 
swiftly. She noted that the door opened inward and if she could pin her meal there, there was no 
chance of escape. 


When the punk stumbled in Vizhel pounced. Although her meal was aggressive, the contrast in 
leverage and coordination made her far from a threat. Vizhel engulfed her meal’s face swiftly. 
She was eager to eat, but her true focus was on getting to bring her meal back! She wasted no 
time in her gorge, swallowing against the violent flailing of her prey. 


Vizhel gulped hungrily, swallowing in time with rapid drum machine that kept Fleshquake 
hopping. She was so eager to get to the new that she didn’t take the time to savor her meal, sharp 
studs stabbing the inside of her mouth as she slurped down the punk’s vested torso. It was only a 
little prick, she could push past the minor pain to explore these new opportunities. She choked 
down thick thighs and muddy combat boots in minutes, adding them to the already impressive 
expanse of her stomach. 
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Vizhel reveled in her meal’s squirming, the internal fight that came from ignorance that there was 
still a future, still a life. She was excited to witness her meal’s surprising survival and explore the 
vastness of experience. She emulated what she understood of Nava’s process. Tendrils within her 
stomach extracting a duplicate of her meal’s mind, forming a model for substantiation. She 
quivered in excitement. She catalogued the life of her prey, ranging from kisses to fights to 
boring days stuck watching a clock waiting for work to end. With all the information necessary 
duplicated she focused on the gurgles of gas her prey inspired within her. 


Vizhel overflowed with confidence, forcing the gas to erupt from her, 

“BUAAAA AooooooOoOrrrrp!” She used the variety of organic tones to shape a new body for 
her prey. She channeled life itself through her in the process of recreation, but this wonderful 
blessing hit some powerful turbulence as an aching groan contorted her stomach. While Nava 
had been bringing back those she knew and loved, this punk was fighting Vizhel every step of 
the way. The contrast of life itself and such deep fundamental conflict flowing through her 
simultaneously was too much stimulus, knocking Vizhel’s mind out of alignment and forcing her 
to black out. 


When Vizhel came to she saw the punk looming over her. The disoriented Vizhel cheered, 
“Congratulations! You’ve been eaten and lived, isn’t that fucking cool? I was able to bring you 
ba-” Her words were interrupted by a boot to the face, shattering her nose. The punk screamed, 
“Cool? You just ate me you bitch!” Vizhel became very well acquainted with that boot as it 
knocked out her teeth. She felt its well crafted treads as it broke her ribs. She became intimate 
with its steel toe as it blackened both her eyes. She learned of its substantial heft as it stomped on 
her hand until her fingers could no longer be differentiated from meatloaf. She witnessed the fine 
artisanal leather as it repeatedly crashed against her shoulder until a snap rang out from her 
scapula. The punk snarled at Vizhel, “You spared my life, so I'll spare yours. If I see you again 
you won’t be so lucky.” 


Back at the hotel Nava paused holding Caldera’s body stable, the enormous Paragonas collapsing 
into person soup. She felt each impact of that boot as if it were on her own flesh, recoiling in 
pain. Nava had no experience fighting or dealing with the physical pain of being attacked, and 
collapsed onto the bed, crying out in pain. Fassa took over holding Caldera together as Exa 
comforted Nava with slow supportive strokes. She repeated gently, “It’s going to be okay. It’s 
going to be okay.” 


Vizhel stumbled back to the hotel as a bloody mess, one of her teeth hanging by a thread of 
sinew out of her mouth. Fassa yelped, “Vizhel, what happened?” Vizhel waved dismissively, 
“When I brought back the person I ate, she beat my ass.” Exa interjected, trying to remain 
diplomatic, “Wait, did you just hunt down some random person the same way you would before 
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and then bring them back?” Vizhel nodded, holding her aching head and wincing. Exa sighed, “If 
Callica was around she’d have pointed out why that’s a terrible idea, we could have totally seen 
this coming.” 


Vizhel groaned, “Fuck! Does it even matter? If she was here what would it have changed? She 
told us to be cautious about the plan at Flash Flood but we barreled through anyways. We don’t 
just need her back, we need to stop ignoring her just because there’s some exciting option 
available.” Nava was still incapacitated from experiencing Vizhel’s beatdown, rocking fearfully. 
She whimpered into Exa’s lap as she tried to find comfort. Fassa used her tendrils to pump 
Vizhel full of painkillers to help her manage. 


Fassa grumbled, “Exa is right, I shouldn’t have let Callica go. I should have forced her to stay, 
used a stronger sedative to keep her in place until she calmed down from her tantrum.” Caldera 
struggled to hold herself in structured form slurring as she spoke, “Forcing her to stay wouldn’t 
have helped Fassa, she would have been a prisoner instead of a team member. We should 
apologize to her, she really was trying to help and her points were valid.” 


Fassa chided Caldera, “I know you’re just trying to help and that’s great. I'll talk with her again 
and I’m sure she’ll see how much better her life could be with us.” Vizhel yowled, “Can you not 
make sudden movements while still touching what’s left of my ribs?” Fassa apologized, “Sorry 
Vizhel, I guess I need more practice caring for such easily avoidable wounds.” Exa gently 
recommended, “Just because it’s a result of her own actions doesn’t mean she’s not hurting, even 
experiencing it second hand knocked Nava out of commission.” Fassa rolled her eyes, “You’re 
right Exa, I'll make sure to be more aware of just how sensitive this team is. My previous 
entourages didn’t get into this type of trouble so I’m still figuring out how to get you the support 
that you need.” Vizhel and Nava all looked down in shame. 


Fassa finished medicating Vizhel, leaving the Verisk semi-functional after her ass had been so 
thoroughly handed to her. Exa offered, “Let’s go apologize to Callica and ask for her to come 
back.” 


With an aura of defeat, Nava used her connection to find Callica who was applying for work at 
an industrial kitchen. As they approached Callica grew defensive, “I told all of you I’m done 
with this shit, I’m not here for Fassa to turn me into a puppet.” Exa implored, “Please, we need 
you Callica, its been less than 2 hours and Vizhel already managed to eat someone, bring them 
back and then get beaten as a result.” 


Callica couldn’t help but laugh, “Are you serious? Did you get their consent first?” Vizhel 
blinked, wincing as both of her eyes were near swollen shut as she moaned, “‘Well, no...” Callica 
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sighed, “So you just ate a random person and expected them to be cool with it?” Vizhel snorted, 
“Yeah, it was kind of dumb. I’ll know better next time, but Exa pointed out if you were around 
we would have seen this as a problem ahead of time and could have totally avoided this. Is there 
anything we can do to get you to come back?” Fassa slid over to Callica’s side, putting a hand on 
her shoulder, “Yeah Callica, come back to us.” Her voice was peppy as she started to pierce her 
tendrils into Callica’s flesh. 


Callica withdrew from Fassa, “Vizhel, Exa, you’re great. Caldera, you’re the type of person I 
dreamed of being during my development. Nava I hate you for what you did, but I can tell you’re 
doing the best you can. Fassa... Fuck you.” Fassa’s voice cracked sickly sweet, “Callica, honey. I 
just want what’s best for you, think about it. Off the team what do you have? Your only work 
experience is in manual labor, and here in the civilized world most of that is automated. You 
have no money and no connections. I’m just helping by letting you participate in my entourage. I 
just don’t want you to end up in the broken neighborhood, I saw how much visiting there hurt 
you, my guidance could keep you out of such a predicament.” 


Callica kept her distance, “No, I won’t sacrifice the freedom of my mind for security. I refuse to 
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be manipulated without my consent!” Fassa steps forward, “Think logically Callica, you know 
what it’s like to not have resources, is it really so bad if I do a few little tweaks here and there to 
help you live the life you deserve? Haven’t you felt better when I put bonding hormones into 
your system? Hasn’t the opportunity to eat something other than worker’s paste been good? Why 


don’t you just step a little closer and I'll work this all out for you. You don’t need to strug-” 


Nava’rix stepped in between Fassa and Callica. She squared her shoulders to form a more 
substantial barrier and interrupted, “Stop it Fassa. I want Callica back too, but on her terms. If 
she says that there needs to be consent before modification we need to respect that. As 
Nourishers we’re here to make the world a better place, and if someone draws a boundary we 
need to be mature and listen to it. If you don’t respect her boundaries I’m leaving the entourage.” 


Fassa bristled at the concept of losing Nava after seeing what a valuable asset she could be. She 
offered, “Come on and be reasonable Nava, you’ve done the same thing. Think about how much 
better things would have gone if you’d managed your Verisk properly. If you’d just operated her 
instead of letting her make mistakes you’d have never been branded. Stop with these silly threats 
to leave. Callica would be miserable out on her own, you’d be dead and that’s no better for 
anyone.” She attempted to step past Nava. 


Caldera blocked Fassa’s path as well, “I’m with Nava on this. If you can’t respect Callica’s drive 


for autonomy I’m out of your entourage too.” Vizhel and Exa joined the defensive arc around 
Callica, they made it crystal clear that if Fassa breached her consent, she’d lose the whole team. 
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Fassa took a deep breath as if she were failing to herd cats. “Fine, I'll follow your wasteful rule 
and get consent for any modifications Callica. There will be times things could have gone more 
smoothly that we have unnecessary conflict as a result of this, but I’d rather have a team with 
wasteful conflict than need to get another team.” 


The entourage looked back to Callica to see if this concession satisfied her. The smaller 
Paragonas paused to think as the entourage waited with baited breath. After some minutes of 
thought she spoke, “The lack of consent is a more overarching problem, as shown by what 
happened to Vizhel. This weird thing Nava’s building is powerful, and that kind of power 
requires responsibility to minimize risk. I'll join with the caveat that consent mandatory for 
Nourishers to fuck with my internal chemicals. I refuse to have my autonomy violated 
chemically or by being consumed, even if I can be brought back. Do you agree to my terms?” 


The entourage nodded in agreement. Callica stepped back through the arc of her friends toward 
Fassa, offering her hand. After a moment of stubborn hesitation Fassa put on a sickly sweet smile 
of acquiescence and shook Callica’s hand. Nava mused tentatively, “You’re right, in the future 
consuming shouldn’t be done without consent. Ask first and only consume with love and 
agreement. I guess if that’s the case we shouldn’t be testing this stuff using traditional hunting 
methods. In order to really flesh this out we should test on each other instead of random prey. 
Let’s go back to the hotel.” 


Chapter 14 


Despite how massively improved everyone was, Fassa was bitter, “It’s not fair, they get access to 
all of our stuff and never needed to experience the emptiness!” Caldera offered, “Maybe if you’d 
eat some actual food you wouldn’t feel so empty.” Nava shivered, “It’s related but not the same. 
The need for approval to fundamentally feel like you have the right to exist built into your very 
structure does really suck. Fassa, you know it sucks. We should be grateful that they don’t have 
to go through what we did and what you still have to. Since connecting deeply with your 
entourage, I’ve felt more okay in just being myself. I’m still here to serve, but it doesn’t feel as 
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desperate as before. Now that everyone is upgraded, who wants to eat and who wants to be eaten 
first?” 


Caldera offered, “Since I’m the best at eating here, it’s probably best for me to take that role first, 
I don’t need to be aggressive with my teeth or anything to get any of you down since I’m 
bigger.” This sounds reasonable to all. Exa hesitated before she offered in a scared tone full of 
obligation to responsibility, “I guess by that logic since I’m the smallest so maybe I should be 
ea-” Vizhel cut in, and leapt onto Caldera, Fassa’s painkillers letting her bypass any hesitation 
her injuries would provide. Her darkened eyes made piercing contact before she eagerly offered, 
“T know you like a challenge, let’s see what you can do with me you hungry huntress?” Exa 
breathed a sigh of relief at not needing to go through the experience of being eaten first. When 
she’d been consumed at Flash Flood it had been absolutely terrifying, and being able to see the 
process happen in a safe environment first was highly reassuring to her. Caldera boisterously 
laughed, ““Wow Vizhel, I know you’ll try anything, but that’s quite a lot of enthusiasm you’ve got 
there! I don’t have experience eating someone without hurting them and you’re already pretty 
messed up. I'll start with your feet so you can still communicate clearly for feedback in case it 
gets too rough.” 


Despite the enthusiasm, both Vizhel and Caldera were incredibly awkward in exploring this new 
space. Instincts told Caldera to fight and subdue, but she resisted her urge to get an aggressive 
hold of the Verisk and force her into submission. Knowing how to be eaten well was a skill 
nobody had ever cultivated, and Vizhel was happy to explore this new territory. She lifted her leg 
with a sultry smile, bringing her toes to Caldera’s lips, leaning back into the support of the water, 
floating effortlessly as she offered herself. Caldera resisted her urge to aggressively chomp down 
on Vizhel’s toes, gingerly opening her mouth only to find Vizhel shoving her own foot in. 


Vizhel’s toes playfully danced across Caldera’s soft palate, the ball of her foot exerting an 
exhilarating pressure on the Paragonas’ tongue. The intimacy of the hunt unlinked from its 
fundamental violence was deeply connective. It was a dance that swam back and forth through 
their exploration of one another. Vizhel broke into laughter, ““Your tongue is tickling the arch of 
my foot!” The levity broke some of the overbearing pressure to do things right, letting a more 
playful energy take hold. Caldera was entranced with the feeling of prey working with her 
instead of against her. She bit softly, her teeth pushed just hard enough to provide satisfying 
sensation instead of piercing through flesh. She let the grip of her lips be a kiss, an inviting 
entrance to opportunity, instead of the harsh clamp of death. Without the need to clamp down, 
Vizhel was able to slide her ankle out a bit then in deeper, giving Caldera’s body a more loving 
taper to the experience instead of forcing her to struggle to handle more. 
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As they floated in the water, the two collaborated to bring Vizhel into Caldera. The swallowing 
was sensual. They grasped their hands together working together to pull her leg deeper. Caldera 
pulled Vizhel in up to her knee, the fat roll that normally submerged it resting on Caldera’s 
cheeks. Vizhel got her other foot into Caldera’s throat, her good hand grasped Caldera’s to pull 
herself deeper. The allied action was breathtaking. Caldera got to revel the joy of feeling herself 
stretch, of bringing more into herself, and experiencing power. This was an experience of power 
with as opposed to power over. When she gulped it wasn’t just the power of her own peristalsis, 
Vizhel’s eager wriggles provided a supporting force of their own. This further enhanced the 
experience of capability. 


Caldera felt all that wonderful flowing through her disconnected from the normal aggression. 
This allowed her to feel more of the experience. She witnessed each part of her throat, her 
tongue, her palate, teeth and lips. Instead of needing to force herself to focus on whatever had the 
most instrumental value in taking down her prey, she got to experience it all. Vizhel loved the 
hot, rough tongue, the hard pressure of teeth, the slick smoothness of saliva all working in 
tandem as she explored parts of Caldera she’d never got to witness before. 


Vizhel wiggled her toes against Caldera’s esophagus complimenting, “You’ve got one sexy 
throat Caldera.” Callica groaned, “Vizhel, why do you have to make everything weird?” Vizhel 
wriggled her thick thighs into Caldera’s maw and bragged, “I’m voluntarily being eaten, it’s 
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already weird. I’m just making weird into weird and hot!” Judging by the highly pleased but 
disoriented look on Caldera’s face, the arousal was mutual. She embraced hunger and love 
simultaneously, engulfing Vizhel’s waist with glee, grasping onto the Verisk’s lovehandles to get 


a solid grip with a level of pressure that was exhilarating. 


The most challenging and exciting part of Caldera consuming Vizhel was how she would handle 
that massive stomach. Although Vizhel wasn’t as beefy as Caldera over all, her belly was far 
more expansive and centralizing. Caldera worried she might not be able to handle it, but just as 
she pulled on Vizhel’s love handles, Vizhel offered herself freely, squirming her way down into 
the gut of her ambitious friend. When consumption was approached from a point of collaboration 
it was intimate and surprisingly as vulnerable emotionally for Caldera as it was physically for 
Vizhel. To have someone she cared for inside her in such an expansive way was breathtaking. 


Caldera continued to gulp across Vizhel’s bosom. She felt the internal pressure rise. Instead of 
the pressure being this abstract force representing her own power, Caldera got to witness Vizhel’s 
contribution, it just felt so good! Eating a friend was better than getting revenge against her worst 
adversary. Without the pressures of combat, she embraced her connection with Vizhel, the power 
of their intimacy greater than any experience of dominating an adversary. She slurped down 
Vizhel’s thick shoulders, her maw extra careful with the Verisk’s injured scapulae. The soft heat 
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of Caldera’s mouth soothing against the pain. The Verisk pecked a kiss on her devourer’s nose 
before her head was also consumed. 


Once Caldera was able to swallow Vizhel’s arms she’d finally sent the entirety of the aroused 
Verisk to her stomach. Caldera was caught in the glow of the experience, letting that joy and 
pleasure wash over her as she felt a euphoric wriggling within as each crease of her stomach was 
probed and explored. The articulation of fingers, the pressure of fatty flesh, the loving wriggles 
reflected in the jiggling of her own flab was a blessing upon her. Despite being distracted by her 
euphoria, Caldera did what she could to focus. Nava helped her temporarily deactivate Vizhel’s 
nociceptors and interface with her circulatory system to stop some of the automatic fear her body 
would have felt in such an extreme situation. Caldera commended, “Thank you Vizhel, you’re 
the best meal I’ve ever had.” 


It takes a lot more guidance from Nava’rix for Caldera’s body to start channeling up gas in a way 
appropriate for sculpting Vizhel a new body while absorbing her old vessel. The impending 
belch rumbled from her belly up her esophagus carrying the flavor of a friend. With the 
additional guidance of Nava Caldera surrendered to the experience. She didn’t need to fully 
understand, just listen to her body, listen to Nava’s guidance flowing through her, and connect 
deeply with all that Vizhel was and all that she could become. The combination of the internal 
pressure in her gut and the rapacious power of the gas gurgling up her throat drew Caldera into a 
trance of sensation. 


“-AEAUAUAFUAAAAAAAAAAAP!-” Where Nava’s creative eruption had been from a space 
of deep integration, the big belch Caldera let rumble forth was far more aggressive. Her gas 
fought its way up her throat, propelled from her widely spread lips as it shook forth through the 
aqueous hotel room. Her broad, bassy belch created waves that crashed like a torrential storm, a 
visual guide to the complex movement of sound as it reflected back onto Caldera herself. Waves 
intersected to form fine, high frequency points while the major bass provided broader, more 
general shapes. The fight in her blasting eruption was palpable as the compression waves crafted 
her form, compressing parts of Caldera beyond recognition so she could harness the power of 
high density mass. 


The targeted manipulation of density gave greater adjustment of space and time through this 
embodied format of creation. Nava was able to guide from a state of exploration instead of panic, 
enabling more energy to be extracted from these intense dynamic shifts. Where Nava had only 
lost some of the weight from her meals to rebuild bodies, this upgraded eruptive technique was 
lossless. This enabled Caldera to keep all of her gains while tearing Vizhel’s form from the void. 
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Nava joined in on the belch itself, providing her own gaseous powers as harmony and direction. 
Vizhel’s body swiftly swirled, buffeted by the waves of sound and gas in cycles of collapse and 
decompression. The oscillation itself brought her back into the world mid eruption, the trio of 
enormous belches gurgling in a unified power, further shaking the wetness of the room. As the 
eruption continued, more mass was extracted from the degenerate spacetime, Vizhel not only 
returning to her previous weight, but acquiring even more vastness through her own experience 
of being consumed! 


As the belches gurgled to a wet, satisfied finish Vizhel cheered in victory! “Caldera, Nava! You 
healed my injuries and built like three extra chins for me in the process! You’re always talking 
about ‘responsibility’ Nava, but you unleash this hotness on the world? This creates so much 
unfairness, I can’t fuck everyone you know.” She playfully posed, looking over how much more 
of her had been brought into being. Nava laughed, “If I disagreed with you it would be a lie 
Vizhel. This access to becoming more definitely has some beautiful additional results for all 
parties involved, not to mention your harmonies with Caldera were immaculate. I think we’re 
already the best team in history when it comes to the Second Test. The sheer expressive range of 
applying eruptions, connection and creation together so masterfully is far beyond anything the 
previous winners have ever managed.” 


Fassa brought up data on her phone corroborating Nava’s claim, “That stated, eating a couple of 
tons in a sitting isn’t anywhere near the top level of First Test placement by a long shot. I have a 
lot of confidence that we can get there, but we need to train and really get some serious 
appetites!” She brought up video of last season’s top performers in the First Test as inspiration. 
As the entourage watched, all were amazed by just how far bodies could go in their ability to 
become more. All of the winning entourage of last season now rested in positions of power, 
dominating trade, war and the memetic landscape of media having leveraged their victory to 
bend the world to serve their interests. The footage showed these women taking single bites that 
were more than Exa had consumed in her entire life. With the expansive capabilities of this new 
mutually beneficial way to consume, it became clear that they had a real shot of competing with 
what had previously been worlds away. 


With how much Caldera and Vizhel packed on in that single exchange, it was apparent that any 
hotel they could actually afford to stay in wouldn’t keep up with their expanding waistlines for 
the weeks leading to the next season of Fulfillment. When she observed just how substantial 
Caldera and Vizhel had become, Callica offered, “Hazeltown collapsed when we overthrew 
Hazel. There should be enough empty space that we can camp out until the tests of the new 
season. Then we can get the resources to afford a large enough space.” 
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Caldera hugged Callica tightly, full of a loving support “Are you sure you want to go back there? 
I’m sure it has a lot of painful memories, we could find some other space without it needing to be 
so traumatic.” Callica sighed in gratitude, “Hazel was fiersome, but after witnessing that 
exchange between you and Vizhel, I can’t help but feel we’re growing more powerful than 
anyone who ever hurt me. I have no need to approach this from a position of fear.” Fassa 
checked out of the hotel room and the entourage journeyed East with their limited supplies, eager 
to explore exactly how much their training would pay off before the next round of Fulfillment 
began. 


Chapter 15 


In the wreck of Hazeltown the entourage delved into a hard cycle of training in mutually 
beneficial consumption. With each cycle of devouring they grew more skilled, cultivated deeper 
connections, and learned each other’s systems inside and out. They felt every nook and cranny of 
the space of their digestive systems within, rebuilt minds at faster rates, and cultivated deep 
healing. Along with learning of the internal the entourage grew deeper in their external 
connection as well. All of the romantic, intimate elements that had been bubbling between Nava, 
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Exa, Caldera and Vizhel blossoming to greater degrees of connection. Their awareness of all the 
things they loved about each other grew with each cycle of integration. 


Exa in particular was nourished by getting such loving feedback. The Abundant Lands had 
already felt so empty in comparison with her home of Kirix. Going from thousands of people to 
hundreds had already been disturbing, but out here there was just the 6 of them. At the start of 
the day it drove her mad. There wasn’t the ambient sound of people, there wasn’t any heat, they 
were so isolated from others that the emptiness of the space screamed against her. Despite how 
much of a challenge this environment was for her, her lovers made this alien world bearable. 


The lack of ambient sound tore at Exa. In Kirix there had been The Voice, the aggregate sound of 
thousands of conversations all overlapping as people went about their lives. Without even a hint 
of The Voice left every little sound was its own thing, there was no force smoothing it all out and 
bringing everything together. 


Exa was afraid that without the voice, she couldn’t function. How would she be able to know 
what to focus on when there was so little to bring it all together into a cohesive whole? It was 
only the constant belching of her lovers that kept her sane, they erupted with that power and 
unity which helped push back the division. This was all wonderful until night came and it was 
time to sleep. There were no city sounds in the background, only the breathing of her 5 friends. 
That’s when she noticed there was more than the breathing of her friends, she was breathing too. 


Without the voice, Exa pushed past her fear of emptiness and listened to herself. She listened to 
her own inhalation and exhalation. She watched her azure chest rise and fall. She delved deeper 
through her fear and past the surface of the sound. She felt how her breathing shifted ever so 
slightly with each heartbeat, and how in turn her heartbeat slowed as she slowed her breathing. 
She experienced how that beat changed the feel of blood flowing through her body. Her fear of 
isolation reached a fevered pitch as she focused on the blood pumping through her only for her to 
come to an epiphany. Just as in the outer world The Voice was an aggregate that smoothed the 
greater whole, all the parts of herself spoke. 


The shift in blood speed, the accelerated breathing, they all spoke together as a greater 
representation of her state, her totality. While society was The Voice for her outer world, she was 
The Voice for an inner world, all of the cells she was comprised of comforted and organized by 
her greater whole. When she integrated this truth she was no longer afraid of being alone, she 
was never truly alone as she was multitudes of life. Each of her organs, muscles and bones 
deserved her service just like society did. The silence of the outer world taught her that she was 
also a world, and the worlds within her were beautiful. 
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The entourage took on a habit of communication flowing through all of them, no longer isolating 
to their own bodies of origin in how they expressed themselves. The question whether they were 
separate entities or not became a blurry distinction. While each person had clear perspectives, 
feelings and thoughts which varied from one another, there was no exclusivity of body usage, all 
4 shared in the mutual objective of becoming more. Callica’s aversion to the concept of being 
consumed impacted her feeling of division from the team. 


The rest of the entourage respected her boundaries, but she could see that occupying the role of 
devourer was not the only way to gain value from this new enhanced relationship. Although she 
was softening to the concept of more complete participation, it would take longer than a week for 
Callica to get over her lifetime of fears. Fassa remained in a similar state of partial connection. 
She got the opportunity to release the need for control, exploring what it was like to trust her 
entourage. Like Callica she was also coming around to the idea of participating, but it would take 
her time to break down the barriers in place. 


Along with the extreme behavior warping from boundary disollution between the quartet of 
hungry and gaseous women, new physical capabilities emerged as well. Where high density 
manipulation had previously been restricted to extreme states, the tool of spacetime manipulation 
became standard to their way of being. This was useful for getting around without causing 
massive destruction as their scale continued to increase. Points otherwise divergent in space 
could be collapsed into close proximity allowing subspacial movement, strings of nodes 
providing pathways for an exploration of space that shattered old limits of size, location and 
momentum. 


The compounding capability of just how much mass could be extracted from beyond space and 
time gave access to many things. The ability to transport mass let exchange of matter happen 
between wildly different locations. This paired with the entourage’s pluripotent highly articulate 
cells allowed an exploration of possible forms beyond the boundaries of traditional space. Along 
with an increased ability to participate in action, all of this mass was an absolute boon to being 
able to experience. Expanding over so much space, there was overwhelming opportunity to 
experience. A single moment of time provided more sense data than had been accessible in entire 
years previous, the power of their increasing collective processing necessary to fully grasp how 
much more world there was at every single moment. 


With the incredible growth rate of the entourage, their mass started to interfere with local objects. 
In order to keep their environment from collapsing into a singularity Nava created a shared 
region of spacetime fully cut off from external reality to store levels of mass that would be too 
dangerous for their environments to handle. She shifted their densities as needed to work well 
with everything around them. Her priorities weren’t restricted to avoiding harm, she also wanted 
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to give back. They made sure to harness the additional mass and degenerate spacetime to 
effectively share with the forces around them. 


Where the quarry had been barren rocks when the entourage arrived, by the time they left to 
participate in the First Test a vast ecosystem had taken over. A biodiversity that should have 
taken eons to emerge was cultivated within a short week of mutually consumptive life. As 
Fassa’s entourage returned to the Abundant Lands it was clear to each of them that through this 
path not only could the infinite cycle of murder come to an end, but new cycles of creation 
would emerge that contained beauty beyond words. 


On the way to the testing grounds Fassa’s entourage passed through Flash Flood, finding 
themselves easily the largest beings. The teams that used to be so far beyond them now felt 
quaint in comparison with what they had unlocked. When they arrived at the testing grounds, the 
Nourisher assigned to monitoring them gawked in disbelief at their sheer scale, “Is this Fassa’s 
entourage?” She asked, double checking paperwork to confirm. 


Fassa beamed with the cockiest grin, leaning across the table to brag, “Yeah, they are and don’t 
you forget it!” The test administrator struggled to process, “I’d never heard of your team before, 
but they’re so vast that seems impossible!” She asked conspiratorially, “Are you a previously 
winning team using a fake name to go incognito?” Fassa grumbled, “Nope, incognito tries to 
keep things under wraps, we’d rather be trending.” The Nourisher sent notice that she would 
need more supplies for the test, feeling vastly underprepared to even meet a fraction of what was 
needed for the hungry women. 


Fassa and Nava’rix were well aware of the First Test’s structure, but for Exa, Callica, Caldera 
and Vizhel the format and rules had only been experienced through media. This was their first 
time being exposed to an actual testing ground. The tester felt that women of such incredible 
girth must be experts, speaking in a rushed tone, trying to get things over with. “This is the First 
Test of the illustrious competition Fulfillment. There are 2 categories where it’s determined how 
you stack up against all other entourages participating in Fulfillment. You'll simultaneously be 
competing in both of them. First there is the Gorge category. There’s a 1 hour timer set on the 
clock, that first hour is set for the Gorge. This category shows how much an entourage can intake 
in ideal conditions, before the fatigue and bloating set in. The second category is the Feast. This 
runs on a 4 hour timer and shows how well the entourage can pace themselves and effectively eat 
for the long haul. Each entourage is weighed before the Gorge, at the end of the Gorge and 
finally after the Feast to determine just how effectively their Nourisher has prepared them to 
effectively grow. Please step onto the weight plate for initial measurement.” 
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Callica gingerly placed a foot onto the scale only for it to shatter. After working out some 
logistics, a much more sturdy scale is brought in only to be crushed just as immediately. The 
tester jittered, both in worry and awe, “I’m sorry ladies, we’re just working out some technical 
difficulties. Since Fassa’s last team had been a scant 12 tons combined we hadn’t anticipated this 
level of need.” Fassa offered, “This team ended up being fare greater fertile ground for my 
brilliance to work with, I think they’ ll need the megaton scale.” 


The tester’s jaw dropped, staring at the women in disbelief. “They’re big, but I’m sure one of the 
kiloton scales will do the job.” Fassa shrugged confidently eyeing the scrap left in Callica’s 
wake, “It’s your scale.” Intimidated, the tester got on the phone again, ““We’ll need the megaton 
scale for this test. I know last time we just needed the ton scale for her entourage but this is 
serious.” She hung up and offered nervously, “Sorry for the wait ladies, this’II all be sorted out 
shortly and won’t detract from your time.” 


The megaton scale arrived with a dozen high ranking officials from the Fulfillment competition. 
The scale itself was so precise that it required the finest engineering collaboration of Verisk for 
the initial planning and years of work from many dedicated Swarmlings to come to fruition. The 
megaton scale rose into the air, a swarm of atomic clocks measuring the flow of time around the 
high mass objects they were set to measure. Fassa beamed triumphantly. She’d only heard 
rumors of the megaton scale. The judges always tried to stay ahead of the curve, they knew that 
each new season the teams vastly exceeded the capability of previous competitors. It had been 
predicted that the Megaton scale would be needed halfway through the century, but she was 
happy her entourage pushed the need to the present.. 


The officials looked over Fassa’s entourage in awe. “Fassa, you’ve truly outdone yourself with 
these magnificent specimens. They’re slightly larger than the winners of this last season, your 
technique is truly remarkable.” Vizhel rolled her eyes and interrupted the very important official, 
“Okay, you all are right, being treated like I’m some livestock fucking sucks. I’Il work to be less 
objectifying with all of you moving forward, being called a specimen like that is fucking gross.” 
Nava suppressed a giggle, she reached out to give Vizhel an appreciative shoulder rub. The 
officials weren’t accustomed to being interrupted and were flustered by Vizhel’s words. They 
subscribed to the condescending viewpoint that only Nourishers were really wise enough to be 
worth talking to, bringing their attention back to Fassa. “You may want to teach them more 
respect for the fine tradition of Fulfillment. As impressive as they are, the previous winners were 
near their size and clocked in at 25.648 kilotons, are you sure you haven’t overstepped in asking 
for the megaton scale?” 


Fassa was nervous for a moment, unsure how to respond. She had made her request drunk on 
power, and now that people with authority were here, she couldn’t help but second guess herself 
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before fabricating a confident smirk on her face. “I only meant to express respect for the fragility 
of your scales.” The lead official smiled through gritted teeth, “Well lets see if your analysis is as 
well honed as your cultivation skills. Have your entourage, step into the scale’s testing point 
where all the lasers converge.” Vizhel stopped the proceedings, “Hold up a moment, you can ask 
us. We’re right here you know.” The Official sneered, “Along with respect for Fulfillment you 
may need to teach them respect for their superiors as well. Fine. Ladies will you get in the scale 
please? Let’s see if you’re even enough to register.” 


Fassa warned the officials, ““You’ll need to step back.” The entourage squeezed together where 
the lasers converged, their abundant mass drove the scale up to .0355 megatons. The officials 
gawked, impressed at the sheer magnitude of the entourage. They did what they could to 
maintain their sense of superiority as their leader spoke, ““That’s a new record! They’re near 10 
kilotons greater than last season’s winning team, this is remarkable. Fassa you’ll have to share 
your techniques with the acade-” The number started to creep up as the entourage embodied the 
mass they’d been holding in their contortion of spacetime away from the world. 


The team did what they could to keep their density relatively low in order to prevent a larger, less 
controllable collapse of spacetime. Their additional fat spilled forth like entire oceans falling 
from a white hole. Flesh met flesh as their expanse continued to embrace more of the world. 
Once they had pulled all of their being into the accessible world, the scale had shot all the way 
up to 9.0880 megatons absolutely flooring the officials. Caldera bragged, “10 kilotons greater? 
Please, try 256 times their mass.” The officials huddled to convene, unsure how to handle this 
incredible jump from what had been the most impressive team they’d ever encountered so early 
in the next season. 


After a dozen minutes of heated debate, the lead official addressed Fassa, “Your team is 
disqualified from Fulfillment. They appear to be able to intentionally vary their mass without 
external input. As impressive as they are, we have no tools for determining what their maximum 
weight is. Because of this, we can’t guarantee that any variations in weight aren’t due to this 
capability instead of being due to the amount they’ ve consumed which would be unfair for other 
participants.” 


Fassa’s eyes went from overconfident smugness to absolutely crushed within a few short 
moments, “But we trained for this! Please, can we just have some alternative mechanism in 
place? Weigh the food ahead of time and measure how much its weight changed! There have to 
be additional solutions to this, trust me they can eat!” She scrambled, voice shattering as she 
failed to be effectively persuasive. Panic set in, external synthetic faces running on autopilot 
when her internal experience crashed around her. The officials were unphased by her request as 
they offered, “Since we don’t know exactly how they’re doing what they’re doing we can’t 
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guarantee they don’t have a way to manipulate the weight of food on the scale either, try 
reapplying next season.” 


Fassa begged, “But I spent the last of our funds this week, we were relying on placing well here! 
Look within your heart and have some mercy on us.” The official glared, “I am being merciful. 
I’m being merciful to the hundreds of thousands of other entourages participating here whose 
results would be skewed by your entourage competing. Your work with these specimens is 
impressive, feel free to take up your complaints with the board of directors for Fulfillment.” With 
that, the officials summoned the drone operated clocks that composed their megaton scale and 
lett. 


Fassa crumpled into a heap on the ground and crying. “This was my shot to win, to be the best in 
the world! I can’t believe how blind they are! We really are the best and they’ re just going to 
ignore us for the sake of fairness?” A high density point zips from Nava’rix to Fassa’s side, arms 
emerging from it to console Fassa, pumping her full of enough calming chemicals to sedate 
someone a dozen times her size. “I know it sucks Fassa, but they’re right. Without clarity of what 
we’re doing, they can’t test us in the standard way. To honor the sanctity of Fulfillment we need 
to respect their wishes. Anyways, I don’t really want to eat that food. We have a better option 
than hunting those who don’t consent now. Just because non-sapients aren’t as complex as a 
Verisk or Swarmling doesn’t mean they deserve to die. Us proving that it’s possible to eat 50,000 
steaks isn’t worth their executions. We have better options now and Caldera is way more 
delicious than any steak I’ve ever tried and she doesn’t need to suffer in the process.” 


Fassa lashed out in rage, “This is not the time Nava! I saved your fucking life! You’d be dead 
without me you ungrateful bitch! My team is better than all the others! We deserve this! You 
can’t betray me like this for some stupid cows.” Callica put things in perspective, “Fassa. Nava’s 
morals are keeping you from winning some fancy competition that you only want to win so you 
can brag and be rich. Earlier they got all of us fucking killed, you really have no right to 
complain with these problems of privilege. Especially when we have been blessed with access to 
the most powerful tool in the history of the world.” Fassa recoiled, not having any logical 
rebuttal to Callica’s words but she disagreed anyways. She defaulted to, “Well fuck you too! Are 
you all going to betray me now?” 


Exa took a moment then spoke softly. “Everyone is hurt by what they’re hurt by exactly where 
they are. We get that you’re in pain Fassa, and your entourage is here for you. All of us know 
that what you lived your life for feels like its been taken away. We’re here to provide a new 
opportunity for a better goal, it’s okay to grieve and we’ll be here for you as long as you need.” 
Callica sighed, “I’m sorry Fassa, Exa’s right. I just couldn’t help but compare my problems to 
yours. We’re here for you.” Fassa startled, feeling guilty about being upset when other people 
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had experienced much more extreme problems. As she saw the camaraderie and support blossom 
for her from someone who had endured so much it touched her deeply. “Fine, this competition 
sucked anyways. I’d rather make the world better with all of you then prance around with those 
stuffy stuck up Nourishers.” 


Nava pondered, “Just because we can’t participate in the First Test doesn’t mean we can’t 
participate in Fulfillment. What if we talk to the board of directors and ask to just have our 
weight change for the First Test be documented as nothing? The second test has more points 
overall, and as long as we can get in the top 6% of placers there, we get to stay in the tournament 
even getting the worst placing on the First Test.” Fassa cheered, tossing her sour grapes attitude 
aside, ““That’s true. I’ve never witnessed eruptions anywhere near the life crafting wonders that 
you belt out anywhere else. There’s still a chance!” 


Despite how challenging it would be for most to place so well at such an intense level of 
competition, the advantages the entourage had garnered were enough to give them confidence 
this could work out. They went to the local office for Fulfillment administrative work, seeking a 
video audience with the board of directors. Despite their impressive figures, they were only 
given access to local officials to plead their case. The same group that had brought in the 
megaton scale seemed bothered that they needed to invest any more time with these bizarre 
outliers. “Fassa, we’ve already explained that your team can’t participate in the First Test. 
There’s nothing to be done about that.” 


Fassa took on a subordinate tone, beseeching, “I’m not arguing with your ruling. After 
discussing things with my team, we agree that it wouldn’t be fair. We request that for this season 
we get marked as incapable of finishing any food for the First Test, but are allowed to participate 
in the Second Test. If our aggregate score between the 0 and the Second test are high enough, let 
us move on to the next round.” The officials were swayed, commenting in agreement, “That 
sounds quite reasonable, and based off how you’ve cultivated these specimen’s girth it would be 
a shame to miss out on what you’ve done with their eruptive capabilities. Your team can 
participate in the upcoming Second Test, may the best teams move on.” The highly pleased Fassa 
turned to depart, ready to go until Nava cut in. “Can we ask for one more thing?” Fassa yanked 
on her arm suppressing irritation in her tone, tension bleeding through the false sweetness as she 
urged, ““Nava, the nice officials gave us what we wanted. Let’s get going.” 


The lead official speaks, ““A branded one on a team, I never thought I’d see a Nourisher debase 
herself to the point that she gives up the noble cause of our people to join in with the barbaric 
masses. What do you want?” Nava managed to retain a positive and diplomatic tone. “The tools 
we’ve been using to manipulate our mass are the result of finding a way to consume life and 
substantiate prey in a mutually beneficial process. Every day lives are lost to people participating 
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in the Third Test from a position of destruction. People participate in the Third Test for an 
advantage in Fulfillment and power in life. With your massive communication platform it would 
be possible to get word out to others that another way was possible. We could stop the murder, 
save lives, and give people a better path to meeting their goals.” 


Fassa growled, “Can you not go on this campaign until after we win?” She pulled on Nava to get 
her away. The official sneared, “Why would we give people tools for participating in the Third 
Test? Do you want to encourage illegal activity? It needs to be stamped out with harsh 
consequences for those who dare break the rules. Your entourage was exiled for a reason. Why 
would we listen to a criminal who doesn’t even have the moral fiber to live life as a Nourisher 
about how to make the world better? Obviously you’re far from a good model. The wards 
entrusted by the recruitment board to your care thought that eating people was a fine idea instead 
of recognizing it for the barbaric crime that it is.” 


Nava admonished, “My entourage did engage in the Third Test, but so does everyone else! If it 
weren’t for the constant influx of new hopefuls for Fulfillment our population would crash in 
less than a year. That’s just how many lives are lost to the Third Test. I want to provide 
alternatives, spread the message that people don’t need to kill in order to have a chance!” She 
saw that her words clearly fell on deaf ears and adjusted tactics, “Fine, if you don’t care about 
reducing the loss of life, what about the level of Fulfillment? When people use these alternative 
tactics they’re far more capable. If you get this information out there think of how much better 
the tournament will be. Only 2 weeks ago I was smaller than you are and couldn’t even belch on 
command. If everyone had access, the prestige of winning would be brought to such a higher 
level, take off the training wheels and really show how well Nourishers can Cultivate 
entourages!”’ 


The official was swayed by this perspective, eyes narrowing. “Bringing Fulfillment up to an even 
greater level would make winning an even more magnificent honor. If Fassa’s entourage places 
in the top .001% on the Second Test you’ ll be granted an audience with the board of directors to 
argue your case.” Nava cheered with gratitude, “Thank you so much, we’ll prove this was a wise 
investment on your behalf for the future of Fulfillment and the future of justice.” As they left the 
administrative office Nava absolutely glowed with satisfaction. 


Fassa growled, “Nava, you need to learn to keep your mouth shut, our advantage is so massive, 
why would you throw it away like this?” Nava winced, “I felt like reducing murder and 
increasing the quality of the Fulfillment competition was worth more than winning.” Fassa 
raged, “You cared enough about winning that you took risks and got branded for it and now you 
throw it all out the window. I’ve lost entourages to the third test before, I’ve lost because of 
erratic and dumb Verisk impulsivity, but I’ve never lost because someone’s stupid morals keep 
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them from seeing what’s important. We just got another chance to stay in this, don’t throw it all 
away. What do you think you’re going to say exactly? You think the board would tolerate the egg 
on their face of a pilot program for harm reduction from the Third Test?” 


Nava murmured, “I was planning on giving a brief explanation of how mutually beneficial 
consumption is an alternative then asking them to replace the First Test with the Third Test for 
those who have learned these better techniques. That way we can not only reduce the murder of 
sapients, but of animals, plants and fungi as well.” Fassa snorted in laughter then sighed in relief, 
“Oh thank goodness, you’re too fucking crazy for your bad ideas to bite us in the ass. There is no 
way that the board of directors will legalize the Third Test. They certainly won’t besmirch the 
good name of Fulfillment by bringing in such a maligned illegal act as part of its grand tradition. 
Not to mention the concept of getting rid of the First Test because of the feelings of plants and 
animals.” 


Nava’rix crumpled a bit, “I know it’s a long shot, but if it works we can make the world better!” 
Caldera supported Nava, “If you could win me over to this eating without hurting thing, I have 
confidence you can get anyone. We’ll find some way to show them it’s better, you’ve changed 
my life Nava and I’m sure you’ll change others.” Vizhel asked tenderly, “Is this a good time for 
some emotional support groping?” While making grabby gestures with her fingers. Nava 
couldn’t help but laugh, “No Vizhel, this isn’t a good time, but the fact that you asked instead of 
just doing it shows me how far you’ve come.” 


Exa playfully offered, “I wouldn’t mind some emotional support groping later. Caldera’s right 
Nava. Our lives are better and this technique is good.” Callica brought up, “By talking about this 
in detail you’re essentially admitting to an illegal activity to the most powerful people in the 
world. We should have a backup plan in the very likely scenario that this goes terribly wrong, we 
all get exiled from the Abundant Lands and Fassa branded.” A Swarmling synchronistically 
approached Nava’ rix. “Excuse me. I’m here on official business from Kirix and I’m supposed to 
talk to you.” 


Nava took on an expression of concern, “Is there some kind of problem? We were told that 
Z157EXA didn’t need to return and go through mitosis until after this season of Fulfillment. We 
didn’t participate in the First Test but we’re going to participate in the second, please let her 
stay!” Nava plead defensively, placing herself between the Swarmling and Exa. The Swarmling 
clarified, “I’m not here to take Z157EXA away. I’m one of the split offspring that came from a 
Swarmling that was devoured at Flash Flood but somehow survived. The governing body of 
Kirix noted that when she returned her body was over 80% more effective at converting fungal 
feed into flesh. She had memory damage but said she was told to go home and get her memories 
back by an enormous Nourisher and that this Nourisher was likely responsible for the 
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modifications. It was judged that sending out messengers to invite this Nourisher to Kirix would 
be an effective use of resources to optimize the hive. Are you this Nourisher?” 


Nava consoled, “I’m sorry about your mother’s memory, I didn’t have enough time to build a 
good model of her, but yes I’m that Nourisher.” The Swarmling shrugged, “Her memory was 
irrelevant, her biology provided substantial value to Kirix.” Although Nava was deeply frustrated 
by how little the Swarmling’s mind had been valued by her people, she saw this as that needed 
backup plan. “We may not be able to stay here after the Second Test. Would Fassa’s whole 
entourage be welcomed in Kirix?” The Swarmling eyed Caldera and Callica suspiciously, not 
trusting the Paragonas, “I was informed that getting you to Kirix was of the highest priority, we 
can tolerate the others for your presence.” With that, the Swarmling departed, her message 
delivered. 


Callica was pleased with having a backup plan in case they aren’t allowed to stay in the 
Abundant Lands after the Second Test. She sighed in relief and laughed aloud. Caldera prodded 
conspiratorially, “What, you like the Swarmlings being afraid of us?” Callica shook her head, 
“No it’s not that. I was just worrying about back up plans when at our current capabilities if we 
went back to Paragonas we could live like goddesses. I mean who would be able to stop us?” 
Nava cautioned, “Living like a goddess is great, but to do that in Paragonas land it seems like 
you kind of have to dominate everyone else.” 


Callica rolled her eyes, “I know, that’s not plan A. I just think it’s hilarious that I was so worried 
about what we’d do if things don’t work out when I have access to more resources than any point 
in my life by so many orders of magnitude. I guess I’m just grateful is all.” She sighed, happy to 
finally feel like she was in a place where she wasn’t on the bottom of the pile. Despite Nava’s 
initial worries she offered, “Of course. We have come across something that means our lives will 
never be the same again, they’ll be better.” Fassa intruded, “Well what would make my life better 
is us placing first in the Second Test. With what I heard back at the quarry compared with the 
winner’s of last season, we’ve definitely got this covered. The test will be administered in 2 days. 
It looks pretty clear that we’ll do well and aside from Caldera we’re all pretty broke, is there 
anything else we need to do in preparation?” 


Exa spoke in a serious and urgent tone, “There is something that’s incredibly important!” 
Everyone whipped around to give her their full attention, tensed over whatever this catastrophe 
might be. She continued in a much more playful tone, “I remember something being said about 
emotional support groping happening later and now appears to be later!” The tension broke as 
the entourage fell into laughter and joy. Vizhel beamed giddily, “Thank you Exa, it’s good to see 
I’m not the only person that keeps the important things in mind.” Caldera playfully shoved 
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Vizhel setting her flesh jiggling, “Yeah yeah. We know Vizhel, could you just be patient? It has 
only been a couple hours since we left the quarry!” 


Nava’rix mused on a more serious note, “Now that you mention it Fassa, we really could work 
on getting this media campaign going. Just because we don’t have the forces of Fulfillment 
working with us yet is no reason to hold off. People are still dying at this very moment, and the 
sooner we share information, the sooner we can put a stop to this travesty. We are the only 
transmission vectors available to upgrade people at the moment, so we’ll need direct in person 
contact with interested parties to actually make change happen. We could put out a video, and 
attach an e-mail address for contact. That way we can start sharing as soon as possible.” 


Callica shrugged, “I don’t have an e-mail address, there was no outside contact in Hazeltown.” 
Exa helpfully offered, “We could use mine, it’s Z157EXAX@mailroom.Kx” Nava cautioned in 
response, “I would not interact with that e-mail address, it sounds like a spambot, we should use 
something more appealing. I’d use mine, but when I was branded, my rights to use a 
Nourisher.gov e-mail address were revoked.” Vizhel offered, “Mine doesn’t sound like a 
spambot, xXInfiniteNothing; GotDrugs?LetsEatAndFuck! Xx@Splintermail.com.” Nava blinked, 
“T don’t think I can even begin to describe all of the reasons that your e-mail is a bad choice for 
this Vizhel. Why are there even x’s? Did someone else have the name without them? Did you get 
that when you were 2? Fassa, can we just use yours? The standard Nourisher format of last name 
dot first name at Nourisher dot gov should be easy and non intimidating. It may even give us an 
air of authority.” 


Vizhel shrugged, “1 and a half actually, I developed fast. I’d made it without the X’s before, but I 
was on a drug that totally wipes your memory after the experience so I have no idea what the 
password was.” Fassa scowled, “I will do no such thing until after we’ve won this season! Once 
we’ve reaped the benefits of success I’d be happy to let my e-mail get used for your little pet 
justice project.” Nava groaned, grasping her face in her hands slowly turning to Caldera, “Please 
tell me you have something normal and reasonable?” Caldera shrugged, “I guess so, just 
CalderaW@Caldera.com” Nava’rix sighed in relief, collapsing onto Caldera in gratitude, 
hugging her tightly. “Finally! One person who has a reasonable e-mail address!” Exa scowled, “I 
have the exact same format aside from having my own website. Despite it being messed up, I 
think you’re right that people would consider hers more legitimate. People are so stupid and 
speciesist about names.” 


Vizhel fiddled with her phone then snorted, clamping a hand over her mouth as she resisted the 
urge to break into laughter. “Nava, have you been to Caldera.com?” Nava paused, preemptively 
tensing, “No... Caldera, what’s your website about?” Caldera cringes a bit, “I was a different 
person before I met all of you. I may have had some less than favorable things to say about 
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Swarmlings back then from fighting them on the front lines.” Vizhel showed Nava the site on her 
phone, revealing the entrance image of Caldera sitting on a throne of slaves, holding a 
Swarmling against her lips captioned with a hyper aggressive militaristic font of squishy 
intestine pink dripping with gastric juice green, ‘The only good bug is a squirming breakfast.’ 


Caldera immediately apologized to Exa, “I don’t think that way any more, I swear! It’s amazing 
how much more awesome you Swarmlings are when you don’t need to fight for your lives. I 
learned from Nava that digestion should be used as a blessing, not a weapon.” Nava turned back 
to Fassa pleading in a desperate tone. “Please can we use your e-mail address?” Fassa grumbled, 
“Fine! All of these would look pretty bad, nobody is going to contact us over a random video 
anyways. Queya.Fassa@Nourisher.gov.” 


Nava sighed in relief, “Thank you Fassa. I really appreciate it. So we need a video of mutually 
beneficial consumption where the prey thrives afterward and a way to show it’s obviously not 
just special effects. We'll need to shoot it somewhere that’s obviously not in the Abundant Lands 
since even though no murder is involved, the Third Test is still illegal here.” Vizhel rolled her 
eyes, “There’s no way to prove something isn’t special effects. We'll just be genuine, maybe 
throw in a thumbnail of some emotional support groping to get some bonus views and people 
who are skeptics will be skeptics, people who want to contact us will reach out to Fassa.” 


Vizhel started tinkering with her phone, fingertips modifying into precise instruments to recraft 
the cameras into something more fitting of high quality video work. Nava shivered, remembering 
her last entourage. She worried that she may be making the same kind of impulsive, dangerous 
decision that Ao-ia had to get her branded in the first place. Despite these fears, Nava was eager 
to make progress. Travel was swift with the entourage’s ability to contort spacetime with high 
density matter, everyone arrived back at the quarry in minutes. 


Setting up the shot was a huge challenge. At this point Callica was the smallest of the group and 
she was well on her way to approaching a megaton of mass, in order for the shot to capture two 
targets the camera needed to be backed up incredibly far away. Lots of mass was sent to 
degenerate spacetime to make things easier to film. Nava asked, “So, who wants to eat, and who 
wants to be eaten?” Everyone volunteered simultaneously for either role with the exception of 
Callica still unwilling to be consumed. 


Exa mused, “‘Nava, you started this. You should be the face of the world’s first exposure to it, 
want to do the consuming?” Fassa worried, “I’m not saying that we should do this, but it’s my 
duty as a Nourisher to support you doing the best in whatever it is you do. What about the fact 
that you’re branded, do you think that will scare away people who otherwise might join?” Nava 
pauses to think, “I think it might, but it also may help people identify that this is real, instead of 
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just some propaganda by Fulfillment’s legal team to lure in people who participate in the Third 
Test into a trap. Now, which one of you delicious women will be my meal for our video? Are 
there any optical advantages to any specific one of us?” Vizhel shrugged, “We’re all so fucking 
hot at this point it doesn’t matter.” 


Caldera mused, “It’s not just about who’s hot, I think that it should be me. A lot of Paragonas 
have kind of backward ideas about Swarmlings as my old website will attest to. I don’t think 
they’d empathize well in seeing the value in keeping a Swarmling alive, but seeing one of our 
kind is more likely to resonate with them. Exa, do you think Swarmlings would respond well to 
that imagery?” Exa smiled, “It seems like Kirix is already buying in. Most of us don’t watch 
videos that aren’t relevant to providing value to our hive, so it’s unlikely we’ll get random visits 
from Swarmlings. We can just send the video to hive queens and I’m sure they’ll see the value. 
They’re likely to distribute information effectively among their communities. Of course I 
recommend starting with Kirix since they’re already interested in our work.” 


Vizhel offered, “I'll do the filming, I know all your sides are good sides, but some compositional 
focus may more effectively draw people in emotionally which is just as important as bringing 
people in intellectually for making large scale change.” Nava was suspicious, especially after the 
e-mail incident, but believed Vizhel despite her fears. She didn’t ignore all the times she’d felt 
betrayed and broken, but chose to trust today to be the beginning of something better. Vizhel got 
far back, and set up an establishing shot with Caldera as Nava’rix approached. 


Chapter 16 


Nava was nervous. The combination of being filmed, her intense emotions about the importance 
of the situation, and all the roadblocks that had dotted her path up to this point gave her the 
impending fear that things would go wrong. Her voice was jerky as she awkwardly explained, 
“Hi audience. I’m Nava’rix, a member of Fassa Queya’s entourage.” Anxiety rose as her eyes 
darted back and forth from the camera. Caldera had no issues with being filmed, she had plenty 
of experience being the center of attention. She grabbed Nava’s hand, locking eyes with her. She 
provided the stability Nava needed, prompting her to take a breath. 


Nava shifted from the stilted words into something more flowing and natural. “The Third Test is 
part of life in the Abundant lands and all of us have lost a friend, a coworker, or a lover to its 
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perils. Many of us have taken people away from those who care about them. For those who wish 
to rise through the ranks of Fulfillment, to embrace strength, it feels like the Third Test is the 
only option. We’re not here to shame you for doing what you can to live a life where your needs 
are met, a path where you’re strong enough to keep yourself alive. We’re here to give everyone a 
way to do that without destroying that same opportunity for others.” 


Now that Nava was relaxed and speaking from the heart, her emotions really carried in her 
words, “In Fassa’s entourage we developed a technique to consume and nourish simultaneously, 
a path where we can grow strong through support instead of through domination. This path 
breeds greater strength than the old path of destruction. If your goal is to become your best self, 
this is better than crushing others. If you want to reduce the amount of unnecessary murder and 
death, this is the path for you. If either of those objectives speak to you, please send an e-mail to 
Queya dot Fassa at Nourisher dot gov, and we’ll share these tools with you. Here’s a 
demonstration of what could be in your future path.” She offered, turning her attention back to 
Caldera. 


Nava raised her hand to Caldera’s cheek, letting the intimacy of touch bond the duo for this 
powerful act. Every hint of anxiety was gone as she let a sultry empowerment flow through her, 
she embraced Caldera’s strength as well as her own. She brought her plump lips to Caldera’s in a 
gentle, tender kiss. Caldera reached her fingers into Nava’s hair pulling the gentle kiss into a 
state of deeper passion. They felt the balance of traction, where flesh grasped flesh and where it 
slid with ease, letting the sensations guide their connection through this consumption. 


Vizhel invested all her focus to not howl something pervacious, wielding the powerful draw of 
that energy to drive the camera’s movement as it captured the integration of intimacy and power. 
Nava felt a burst of life itself that flowed through her as she opened her mouth wider, embracing 
the hungry drive of her own body’s guidance. Her teeth meeting Caldera’s nose and first chin, 
tongues dancing together as their hot, rough surfaces shared exquisite flavor of one another. 
Consuming Caldera was always a treat. Nava surrendered to the experience, driven by her own 
spirit and the direction of Caldera’s willing flesh. 


Nava lost herself in the experience. The flow of consuming greater than herself, greater than all 
selves. Integration itself flowed through her, tongue breaking its connection with Caldera’s to 
lick down her cheek, broad surface cradling her chins and tasting their glory. Her throat joined 
the celebration. It swallowed in tandem with the exploration of her tongue, the grasping of her 
teeth, the pressure on her palate, and the expansion of her lips. Her body delivered Caldera into 
herself. She felt her jaw dislocate and reconfigure, the flexibility of her form enhanced to stretch 
around her powerful, pleasurable prey. 
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Caldera continued to stroke through Nava’s hair, fingers pulling out the softest hints of tangles as 
her other arm stroked over her own body, embracing the luscious vulnerability of being 
consumed. At this point they had built such strong bonds that this act of integration was one of 
total trust. Nava had Caldera’s own thriving in mind, she relinquished every hint of resistance to 
the power of unity. This integration drove an explosive passion in Nava’rix as she expressed the 
fierceness and intensity of her love for Caldera through her consumption. Her internal tendrils 
already eagerly reaching for Caldera’s face. 


Nava playfully bit, she used the balance of pressures, hard and soft, the slowly sensual and 
passionate bursts of speed as she gobbled up her lover. Countless pounds of flesh disappeared 
into her face and flowed down her throat. The power of the devourer flowed through Nava, 
swirling in tandem with spiritual clarity. She embraced Caldera with her arms, with her mouth, 
with her throat, and with her belly. She felt herself begin to stretch, the fabric of all that she was 
grew as Caldera bloated her further. Her impressive gut surged forth, tautness expanding through 
space, rushing like an avalanche over the quarry. 


This movement brought a deeper level of connection, a new world for Nava and Caldera to 
share. She felt the underside of her belly flowing across the ground, sensation of the dusty callic 
ore a contrasting stimulation to Caldera’s many rolls of pliable flab. The heat of flesh squished 
against flesh brought on an intense gleaming reflective sweat. Their forms not only expressed 
this sacred, sumptuous devouring, but an integration of the whole world. Every bird in the sky 
and mountain on the horizon swirled in the visions of their ever expansive bodies. Nava felt a 
moment of hesitation before Caldera squirmed another rotund roll into her throat, a clear 
reminder that this was an act of mutual growth. They cultivated their connection of creation and 
love. She cast aside fears and let the consumption live through her. 


Despite Caldera being larger than any other person on the planet, the sheer hunger that flowed 
through Nava made devouring her a swift storm of chaotic beauty. It was a vortex of integration 
as bust, belly, hips and thighs all vanished within her. Every mouthful was a new sensation of 
flavor and experience, stretched broader, this brought more surface area to embrace the world 
with and to feel Caldera inside. It was a heaven beyond words, Nava groaned in pleasure at the 
pure blessing of this opportunity before her. This was the heavenly integration of an entity 
beyond enormity. Caldera who she loved so deeply and who deeply loved her in return nourished 
Nava to her very core. 


The joys of Caldera and Nava met to become more than the sum of their parts. Euphoric 
expansion crashed like waves of the ocean as Nava’s lips came to Caldera’s toes, her tongue 
darted out to tease in between them and tap their tips and finally pulled them inside. One final 
Herculean gulp sent Caldera to the world of Nava’s stomach. Even though the consumption was 
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complete, this did nothing to sever the bond of their bodies. The feeling of integration, being 
beyond two as they became one in their unity. Boundaries blurred as they were each given access 
to more. 


Caldera made Nava gassy as hell and she loved every bit of it, Nava wiggled her butt in a dance 
of anticipatory glee as she felt the life crafting bubbles begin to rise in her throat. Well after her 
muscles traversed their path the her ocean of flesh continued to move, a flowing integration of 
many times, the dynamics of the past and present dancing together in an expression of beauty 
and wisdom. She let her tongue lick over her lips, savoring Caldera’s flavor, eager for the belch 
to come, ready to taste her again. 


Vizhel had moved with speed and precision to capture expression and action. She captured 
expression through her subject’s entire form. She shot curled toes, arched spines, and fingers that 
grasped deeply. She captured the veil between eyes closed and open, the flow of pleasure from 
minutes before still settling in the motions of fat. She brought the vision of the most intimately 
close to the vastly far, she gave honor to the sheer magnitude of her lovers and friends, the most 
influential part of the environment around her. Nava was filled with Caldera’s confidence, she no 
longer feared the camera but welcomed it to the intimacy. She did what she could to share the 
unbridled joy that rocked through her being in quaking waves of pleasure! 


Nava flowed with the internal movements of Caldera letting them drive and guide her. She 
gyrated her hips to free up every last bubble of gas from her internal juices. Each bit ascended, 
and rose within her. The gas clothed in liquid, a beautiful contrast to the solid flesh of her lover 
as it tickled her throat with this expansive life. Her central nervous system linked with Caldera’s 
fully. The pleasure of surrender was amplified as she braced herself. 


The gas rose from Nava’s esophagus to her maw, tumbling into her mouth, cavorting with her 
taste buds in satisfaction and remembrance. Her cheeks expanded, lips thrust open by the 
typhoon of force within her. “BUoooOOOrrrrRRRRRPUuueaaa-arop, 
OORRRRp-UrrrrrroUuuAROAORAROAROERAUAEEAAuuuaaUARUuaraaAORRrrRRRP 
!” The belch was the expression of creation itself, drawing upon the inspiration of flesh within 
her to build something more. The bassy blast flowed from her flapping lips with love, care, 


intensity, power, and life itself. 


As the eruption trumpeted from within Nava’rix it came with an aura of triumph. There was a 
celebration of life in the sound, in the heat, in the scents as all combined in an experience of 
incredible magnitude. The belch blasted through the quarry. It shook through the trees and new 
life that the entourage had cultivated during their time in this space. It carried away leaves, the 
hot humidity clinging to every branch as the sound reflected. With the trees in place a new voice 
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was added to the connection between the conscious and subconscious expression. The voice of 
the space itself, spoke through reflection. The cutting and reorganizing sound shook through the 
world, and carried with it a promise of new life beyond life. 


These reflections flowed into the chamber of degenerate spacetime Nava warped with her own 
monumental mass. She crafted each juicy gurgle, honing it at every step, the undulating ripples 
in her abdominal muscles shifted the churning of her stomach. She let her esophagus craft the 
internal reflections of the gas that flowed against its powerful form. Her larynx, lips, tongues and 
teeth all played their role in creation, each giving their own gifts as Caldera began to re-enter the 
world. 


The integration of sound and space, mass and power all culminated in a rebirth of epic 
proportions. Caldera had already been far from a slender woman, and with the support of Nava’s 
process wrenched mass itself into being, she became so much more. The pluripotent cells formed 
a sphere at first, but grew more defined as the enormous eruption explored this creation, 
providing a life all its own. Tons of flesh emerged from the void, a powerful core of muscle and 
bone submerged in an ever growing ocean of flab. Caldera loved being reborn into the world. 
Every bit of this flow brought her more to experience the world, to experience life. The array of 
frequencies sculpted her on every level, from individual organelles all the way up to masses of 
adipose flesh that overflowed kilotons out into the world. 


Along with being a powerful act of creation for Nava’rix, letting out a belch of this power was 
incredibly satisfying. She felt resistance to her own being, to her own truth melting away as she 
surrendered to her body’s wisdom, working with it as an ally instead of compressing it as an 
adversary. She let her tongue loll out, appreciating each buffet of flavor, letting it serve to make 
her connection with Caldera stronger. As the belch gurgled to a wonderfully fulfilling finish 
Caldera was back, bigger and better than ever. 


The absolutely titanic Paragonas leaned in to kiss Nava on the cheek, “Thanks for making me 
good as new. Hell you made me even better!” She turned to Vizhel, focusing on the camera, 
“Being consumed doesn’t have to be a terror when the devourer is someone that loves you. 
Someone who works to bring you back as more than you could ever dream. Thanks Nava’ Rix.” 
Vizhel finished her filming, she activated her neural interface to edit on her phone immediately 
as Nava and Caldera snuggled together. Nava groaned in pleasure, “I swear Caldera, you taste 
better every time I eat you, how do you do it?” 


Caldera shoved her, sending tidal waves rippling through Nava’s flesh, “Fat is flavor and I keep 


getting more of it. | hope we’re able to reach people with this. It speaks to those who crave 
power, those who crave connection, and those who want to be better people, I kind of feel like 
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that’s everyone. Thanks for being such a wonderful devourer and forging a better path in this 
world of destruction.” 


With Vizhel’s incredible capabilities paired with time dilation, she edited the video together 
swiftly. She started the upload as the mountainous women look through her eyes to view what 
they’d created. Vizhel’s sense of composition, use of color temperature and focus were 
immaculate. it all came together to make a beautifully shot piece of art. Aside from Nava’s 
original awkwardness in her words, everything was refined like a brilliant feature film presenting 
itself in a scant dozen minutes. Exa had diligently set up a mailing list, getting listings of the 
various hive queens from around the world. She prepared a mass email with the video to what 
may be some of the most effective transmission vectors to meet the masses. 


Fassa had been running the Second Test Collaboration app on her phone and squealed, “That 
eruption was so much richer and more diverse than anything documented for the competition! 
That was the best belch ever Nava!” Caldera bragged, “What can I say? I’m good fuel.” Nava 
giggled, “Urrrrp. Yeah you are! I’m still feeling pretty gassy from digesting all that wonderful 
you.” A message alert popped up on Fassa’s phone. She eagerly looked in case it was someone 
already responding to the video only to tense up in fear. “The courts for the Third Test request an 
audience with all of us.” She said in a half dead voice, glumly slumping over. Callica screamed, 
“What the hell? It was clear as day that Caldera is totally fine!” Fassa cringed, “Well, apparently 
that’s not what matters to the courts.” Vizhel shrugged, “Their algorithm must have just picked 
up that the Third Test was documented on video, nobody could have even watched it in this 
amount of time. I’m sure once we explain it’ll be fine.” 


141 


Fulfillment 


Chapter 17 


Fassa’s entourage traveled to the court full of apprehension, unsure exactly what to expect. They 
were greeted by an entire Paragonas private contractor military contingent mobilized to escort 
them to the trial. Because of the scale of the entourage, an outdoor court space was selected for 
the impending trial. Vizhel snickered, “Okay, maybe there’s more than an algorithm involved 
because this is serious business.” The board of directors for Fulfillment arrived along with the 
judge. One of the board offered, “Since the confusion with the megaton scale we’ve been 
monitoring you. It has become clear that Nava’rix has participated in the Third Test.” 


Caldera interjected, ““Yes, she ate me and as you can see I’m fine, no harm no foul.” The board 
talked in hushed whispers with one another. They were clearly aware that the situation was 
important, but unsure how to handle it. Nava appended Caldera’s statement, “This is why I 
wanted to get in contact with you, we found a way to engage in the Third Test without the loss of 
life! We documented how we can wield forces of mutually beneficial consumption to grow far 
more than is possible with traditional methods of conflict. This technique can save people and 
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raise the quality of Fulfillment! Think of how much further we’ll be able to push the spirit of the 
sport when competitors start to reach the gigaton range! This is the beginning of a blessed new 


”? 


era of life and power for all 


A member of the board chastised, “You can’t just do something illegal because it can lead to a 
better life, you need to go through the proper channels, propose a bill, get signatures, wait until 
the next election cycle and address this through the system. Fulfillment has an image to maintain. 
We’ve campaigned against the Third Test for as long as Fulfillment has existed, it would look 
like weakness to just back off on something we’ve fought for so long. Now we don’t even need 
to worry about fighting you politically, like all participants in the Third Test you’ll be exiled 
from the Abundant Lands and your Nourisher branded. The others can stay if they wish, I’m sure 
with their capabilities finding a new Nourisher will be easy.” 


Nava interposed herself between Fassa and the board, “I’m willing to take exile but you cannot 
brand Fassa for this, why are you punishing her for me trying to make the world a better place? 
Nobody even got hurt!” Another member of the board shook their head, “Your moral system is 
obviously broken since you’re branded yourself. She had a responsibility to keep you on the 
straight and narrow, and she failed in that responsibility, showing she’s just as degenerate as you 
are.” Nava raged, “How am I the degenerate one when you’re fighting to keep this life saving 
technology from getting out? I just want to help people!” 


A member of the board spoke, voice dripping with condescension, “You are degenerate. Every 
gift you’ve been given has been squandered. You threw away the lives of your old entourage by 
leading them down a path of murder. Your corruption was so great that it spilled into your new 
team. The Third Test is illegal, it’s this exact kind of unscrupulous abuse that the lesser species 
engage in. Before the Abundant Lands were founded, the entire world was violent and chaotic. 
How can you come in here and ask us to undo all the hard work we’ve invested into civilizing 
these brutes?” The board member turned her attention to Fassa, “And you. You’re just letting this 
ward of yours throw a tantrum like a dog off her leash. She’s not only dangerous to individuals, 
but to society itself. How are you so blind to the importance of maintaining order? The moment 
she started ranting you should have taken control and put a stop to this. Branders!” The board 
member gestured toward Fassa with a sneer. 


A set of 4 Nourishers emerged, ready to mark Fassa for her crimes and leave her to die. Fassa’s 
entourage all joined Nava in protecting their Nourisher, fanning out between her and her 
punishment. The Branders were unclear how to handle the wall of flesh between them and their 
target. They shoved against the living barrier to no avail. With their first attempt stopped, the 
Branders escalated, using their tendrils to induce extreme pain. Each point of penetration 
flashing with pain. 
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Exa whimpered and clenched her teeth to maintain focus. She made sure to keep Fassa protected. 
Caldera postured into an aggressive stance, she used the pain to reinforce her resolve giving a 
glare of warning to the Bradner in question. Callica’s expression remained blank, she’d knew 
that letting an oppressor know their pain got to her was just what they wanted. While Callica had 
the endurance to handle this, Nava did not. She screamed in agony at the attack, her immense 
body quivering as the terrible sparks spilled through her. 


Nava’rix started to embrace her rage. She felt like she did when her allies had been consumed, 
hooked tendrils began to rise from her abundant flesh, but Vizhel stopped her. “Hey Nava, we 
already got shared over 3,000,000 times on the main Fulfillment media board. People are 
wondering why our team wasn’t broadcast in the First Test, they’re calling out conspiracy since 
Caldera’s ass alone is a lot larger than the amount the Viasa’s winning team ate last season. 
These people may not be ready yet, but change is coming, let’s get Fassa out of here and go to 


1»? 


Kirix.” The board was flustered, a member calling out, “This is inexcusable!” Vizhel wasted no 


time as she warped space and pulled the entourage swiftly to the border of Exa’s home hive. 


Nava calmed down, “Thanks Vizhel. I was about to do something dumb and impulsive and you 
stopped me. We don’t need to fight them to protect Fassa, we just needed to get her out of there. 
Thank you for keeping me from doing something I’d regret, you’re the best.” Vizhel confidently 
smirked, “I’m great, I know. Though if you think 3 million on the Fulfillment board is good, you 
should see the 24 million from the cross posting to Hungry Hotties!” Nava groaned, “Did you 
seriously post our video about justice and dismantling systems of oppression to a porn site?” 


Vizhel laughed, “You knew the site already so don’t act so high and mighty. I posted it to THE 
porn site. Sure, Fulfillment gets the second most traffic of anything online, but porn is always the 
first. Why do you assume people who want to get off don’t care about reducing the number of 
murders in the world?” Caldera nodded, “Makes sense to me. Nava you really need to get over 
your bias around sex work, check out some of these comments! In between the pervacious stuff 
there’s tons of people revealing their experiences of losing loved ones to the Third Test. People 
are lamenting the fact that this technique hadn’t been around earlier. Also people have fine taste 
in asses because everyone seems to love mine.” Caldera boasted as she scrolled through 
comments. 


Nava’rix worried, “Vizhel. We can’t just leave a court while we’re on trial, that’s not how the law 
works.” Vizhel scoffed, “None of us other than Fassa have any physical risk from that 
authoritative body with how we’ve developed. The longer we were in that situation, the more 
likely it would be that we’d need to use force to keep them from branding her. Extricating 
ourselves from the situation was the best way to engage in that harm reduction thing you care 
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about. If one of them had come for Fassa I wouldn’t have let that slide.” Once Vizhel explained 
herself, Nava nodded in agreement, “I hadn’t thought of that, thanks for keeping all of our values 
in mind Vizhel. I’m just afraid that they’ ll use their authority to retaliate.” 


Nava’s words were greeted with everyone’s phones going off in tandem, a PSA with a video 
attached. A very serious newswoman behind a desk spoke in a cautionary tone, “This is an 
urgent alert to all citizens and visitors of the Abundant Lands. Fugitives have just fled from 
Talesfar Court. They were caught plotting to destabilize the economy of the Abundant Lands by 
disrupting and discrediting Fulfillment, potentially costing untold numbers of lives. Although 
their devious plot was foiled by hard working law enforcement, these fugitives are still at large. 
If you have any information about their whereabouts, contact the Fulfillment Justice board. All 
citizens are authorized to engage in the Third Test to address these threats and will be pardoned 
for taking any actions that would normally be outside the law in gathering information and 
bringing these felons to justice. Don’t let the plots of these fiends come to fruition, make sure to 


? 


tune in and support the teams you love in the upcoming broadcasts of Fulfillment 


The PSA concluded with manipulated photos of the entourage edited to look extra menacing. 
Nava groans, ““You’ve got to be fucking kidding me. They won’t authorize Third Test harm 
mitigation, but let it happen at the drop of a hat in order to fight us?” Callica snorted, “They 
really think having random people attack us will do any good? None of them even have the 
appetite to take us on! I’m the smallest of us and there’s no way Fulfillment winners could take 
me down even with a year of bulking up! I could take on thousands and still be fine!” Vizhel 
laughed, “It’s not intended to get people to actually take us down, it’s an attempt to get us to 
retaliate and delegitimize our message of harm reduction by showing us generating harm. We all 
need to double our commitment to make sure we don’t abuse our power. Everyone on board?” 


Nava’rix didn’t need any convincing, grateful for Vizhel’s combination of insight and clarity of 
response. “Thank you for that Vizhel, we should be at lower risk of conflict outside the Abundant 
Lands as we get into Kirix. Callica, thank you for ensuring we had a backup plan before going in 
there.” Callica squinted in suspicion, “I don’t like the concept of not fighting back, but I think 
you’re right about their motivations. We should get away from the border sooner rather than 
later.” Exa thought for a moment, “I agree in situations where there’s not actually any risk of 
them effectively causing harm, but I won’t hesitate for a moment to protect Fassa. Let’s find 
ways to avoid situations where she’s at risk as that’s the strongest tool they have to bait us into 
making a mistake.” 


Everyone nodded in agreement, turning to Caldera with apprehension. Caldera scoffed, “Come 


on and have some confidence in me! I took a dive into Nava’s throat on camera, I won’t go off 
the handle on small fries. You make way better meals than any of those pipsqueaks, why would I 
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have a little snack when I could embrace such wonderful feasts? I’m with Exa on this, I won’t 
fight unless Fassa is at risk.” Fassa broke down and collapsed into tears. Nava rushed over to 
console her, “I’m sorry Fassa. I know we just took away your chances of winning Fulfillment, 
got you exiled from your home, and now you’re a fugitive to the authorities you desired praise 
from for your entire life. This must be really hard.” Fassa kept crying. She sniffled through her 
tears, “It’s not that. All of you care so much about protecting me and making sure I’m okay! 
Thank you for being such loving friends.” 


Nava rubbed her back, giving an embrace that completely engulfed the vastly smaller Nourisher. 
Love, warmth and care resonated from every direction. “Of course we care about you Fassa!” 
Fassa asked tentatively, “Even though I don’t want to eat and be eaten by you?” Callica 
consoled, “People have been respectful of my desire to not be consumed. The offer stands if you 
ever want to grow with us, but we love you regardless. You don’t need to do anything to be 
loved. You already are.” 


Fassa’s crying continued. She recognized that releasing control enough to cry unleashed a greater 
clarity. She saw that this vulnerability was also a strength instead of just a weakness. “Thank you 
all. Nava is right, we need to get these tools out to the world. Let’s talk to the hive queens in 
Kirix and get this going. Nava’s the person they want to talk to so she should lead. We don’t 
know what their relationship with the Abundant Lands’ decree is yet, so we need to have a 
backup plan in order to get out should they side with my home.” 


Fassa paused in contemplation, “As a reminder, there are a lot of Swarmlings in hives. It’s 
possible that Nava and I will have our processing damaged by being around too many people. If 
we both start failing, get us back to the remains of Hazeltown through space manipulation so we 
don’t have to be at risk passing through the Abundant Lands. Does everyone agree?” Without 
opposition the entourage began their voyage into Kirix. 


The contrast between the outskirts of the Abundant Lands and Kirix proper was intense. At first 
there were a few Swarmlings visible here and there, then dozens, then hundreds. As the 
entourage got into the city, layers up to 30 Swarmlings deep that crawled over each other on their 
way to various tasks. Nava used the degenerate spacetime zone to hold some of her processing, 
able to handle the influx of models that flashed through her mind. She grabbed Fassa’s hand, 
their tendrils linked and enabled group processing so both of them could handle the intensity of 
being surrounded by so many people. 


The massive women of Fassa’s entourage made sure to keep their impressive bulk from harming 


those that lived there. This task was far easier than they expected. Swarmlings moved like a 
fluid. They parted and reconvened like a shoal of fish to safely navigate around the leviathan 
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ladies. As opposed to the separated hierarchy feeling of the Nourisher political power structure 
there was a constant flow of Swarmlings in and out of the Hivequeen chambers. 


The Hivequeen chambers were housed in a vast green dome, entrances flowing in from every 
wall and well paved tunnels that opened up from the floor. The chambers were the information 
hub for the entirety of Kirix, every inch of space on the walls covered with monitors. The screens 
were organized by various tasks ranging from road construction to childcare, each organized into 
monotonous panels of near identical events repeating ad nauseum. Observers that were within 
the weight specifications to use their wings hovered throughout the dome. They watched for any 
aberration in behavior, documented these errors and passed on information to the queens in order 
to keep a constant flow of updating information. The queens e-mailed surveys to collect more 
information so they could properly manage the needs of such an overwhelming populace. 


Those who had been summoned by the queens spilled into the chambers with documentation of 
their work so whatever lack of optimal behavior had arisen could be corrected. The queens 
weren’t viewed as higher in rank or value, they simply filled a different role in coordinating the 
populace so that all could thrive more effectively. The Swarmlings moved swiftly, and it wasn’t 
long before Fassa’s entourage got to the front of one of the hundreds of lines that flowed in well 
coordinated paths throughout the chamber. In front of them was a group of Swarmling queens 
eagerly wrapping up paperwork from their last exchange, stamping documents and depositing 
them in mail carts so that the feedback could be used to effectively upgrade the hive. 


One of this network of queens welcomed the entourage excitedly, “Welcome to Kirix! Your 
contributions have already improved the hive. Thank you for coming as our honored guests. The 
offspring of U733ILH and H914UEE have been far more effective at converting fungal feed into 
more Swarmlings allowing for greater action to be taken. Welcome home Z157EXA! You’ve 
acquired mass far more effectively than any swarmling in documented history. We welcome your 
offspring as you engage in mitosis.” 


Exa drew a firm boundary. “I refuse. I’m not ready to go through mitosis yet, I still have so much 
to learn and contribute! My value in connection with this entourage can be better leveraged in 
spreading mutually beneficial consumption throughout the hive than dividing my mass for 
executing smaller tasks.” The queens weren’t accustomed to anyone disagreeing with their 
resource allocation analysis, but upon Exa’s feedback agreed, “Thank you for updating our 
information, you are better suited to delaying your generation of offspring to continue your work 
with these visitors.” Exa did a happy dance that set her megatons of flesh jiggling, “Thank you 
queen, I appreciate your receptivity to feedback.” 
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Another of the queens continued, “We received word from Z157EXA that this increased efficacy 
of matter integration and retention is based off of a technique you’ve developed for mutually 
beneficial devouring. It’s quite clear that this format of managing resources would be vastly 
superior to needing to waste calories in conflict to acquire prey. We would like these tools 
implemented in those that have been deemed likely to be effective devourers to send to either the 
front lines or to Fulfillment.” Nava cheered, “We would be happy to help these Swarmlings 
develop these tools, but we have some prerequisite rules for the agreement.” 


Nava laid out her demands, “First, anyone who takes this path is not allowed to engage in 
combat. We’re sharing these tools to save lives, not to win wars. It’s okay to have those who 
have grown on the front lines, but they are there to prevent harm, not cause it. Second, we need 
your support in fighting the smear campaign that the Abundant Lands is running against us, we 
want people everywhere to have these tools, and fighting through that propaganda is a necessity 
to make that happen. We don’t exactly have a plan of how yet-” Vizhel interrupted, “I have 
70,354 plans. Of which 35 of them were likely to succeed and one of those was substantially 
more stylish than the others, and if you don’t win with style can you even really call it a win?” 


One of the queens responded, “So what exactly is your plan Ms... Vizhel was it? It’s hard to 
recognize you without the enraged snarl.” Vizhel mocked, “People don’t look like photo 
manipulated mockeries of themselves? What a shocker! I say we subvert their own game. In a 
couple of days they’re kicking off the first round of the Second Test. Let’s upgrade enough 
Swarmlings that they can blow the competitors out of the water as mutually devouring duos. 
Find out what the most highly broadcast events are scheduled to be and get some lover eating 
ladies in there. Let’s show people that this technique is simply better and more empowering. We 
need to appeal to people’s self interest since we’ve already put out a piece on the justice side of 
things.” 


Vizhel’s voice was confident as she continued, “We can utilize the incredible capabilities of the 
Fulfillment broadcast system as an asset instead of an enemy. We just need some coordinated 
messaging to effectively inform people that they can make these changes in Kirix, making you 
the cultural hub of this revolutionary technology, securing your place in history and as a result 
building stronger diplomatic relations with the rest of the world.” 


Most of the queens were skeptical of Vizhel’s plan which lead Exa to intervene. “The time frame 
to make massive positive change in these fields is very small. This isn’t the type of project where 
you won’t see value for decades.” She grabbed her old identification card from working at the 
mailroom. “I was at this level of mass acquisition just three weeks ago. even getting a single 
additional Swarmling upgraded like this would be worth approximately 700,000 additional 
forces on the front lines for an additional 3 months and doesn’t have the same risks involved. 
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The value for the hive is high both in the short and long term.” Vizhel broke out into laughter at 
the sight of Exa’s ID, “Did they catch you halfway through a blink and a sneeze at the same 
time?” Exa laughed with her, “The ID does the job of showing who I am, it doesn’t need to be 
flattering.” She put her ID away, but the vast contrast of the scant 400 pound Swarmling in the 
photo and the glorious amount of mass Exa had acquired for Kirix was more than enough to 
convince the queens. 


After some deliberation, Vizhel’s plan was agreed to unanimously. A high priority mass e-mail 
sent out to find which Swarmlings were emotionally and conceptually most aligned with being 
the vanguard of the new path of mutually beneficial devourers. Since Kirix was so well 
organized, collecting and organizing information about other traits likely to lead to effective 
recruitment was easy to come by. There were three primary demographics that stood out as 
particularly in alignment with mutually beneficial consumption. 


The first and most populous bracket in Kirix were community organizers, those who saw how 
these tools could support the people around them. People who were vastly networked and saw 
how this practice could be leveraged to support all they cared about. The second group were 
people whose lives had been touched by injustice. It included those who had lost loved ones to 
war, or the erratic attacks of Verisk visitors. The final bracket of people who had 
disproportionately aligned mindsets were those that valued power. Many soldiers that had fought 
for Kirix against the selfish tyranny of the Paragonas clearly saw the value in being able to get 
out of the size range that they could be easily consumed. 


Vizhel checked the census data from the Abundant Lands to find if there were correlating 
properties that would indicate those personality traits. She found high population zones where 
large amounts of people were lost to the Third Test, then cross referenced the data with viewing 
histories to determine which teams these people were most likely to follow and root for. Even 
though the season had just started, the Underdog teams that also had public appeal were largely 
viewed by this demographic. Vizhel found the 50 most likely to provide influential views by 
combining data from the Second Test last season and the outcomes of the First Test this season. 


Targeting the power seeking audience was much easier, she found the top 50 teams that had 
thrived last season appealed to them as simulacrums to vicariously live through. Despite these 
teams being the easiest to find, their locations were also the highest risk to intervene in with large 
amounts of security to manage any fans who might sneak in to the testing grounds to meet their 
idols. The well networked community organizers seemed to primarily follow entourages that 
viewed Fulfillment as their opportunity to leverage media power for political change. They found 
the entourages that had clearly defined campaigns for what they would change and improve 
using their placement in Fulfillment. There were 3 already presented in the top 50 placers, a 
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dozen in the underdogs, and the majority of those most interested in change were in the mid 
range with everyone else. 


Caldera offered, “I know it’s an extra step of work, but we should learn what the more politically 
oriented teams stand for. We can make sure that in interrupting them we don’t only spread our 
own message, but amplify their own. We can speak the language of what the people that care 
about and help meet their goals along with our own.” The queens were surprised to hear this kind 
of a recommendation from a Paragonas, but agree to the terms. “We'll get research teams on it. 
Many of the tests are far away in the Abundant Lands. There’s no way we can make it to some of 
the testing sites for these people in the North East in 2 days.” 


Callica offered, “Each of us is already well versed in using space itself to get around more 
quickly. We can provide transportation to those that need to get to farther regions. Those that 
require transport assistance should generally be those ready to handle more danger because being 
seen with us in the Abundant Lands may have substantial risk involved. We should get started on 
converting and teaching people as soon as possible to make sure those heading to the North East 
areas that also have top placing teams can handle themselves effectively by that point. We need 
them to be more effective so we can be certain they’1l outcompete by a great enough degree to 
inspire those watching to make the change. Nava, Exa, Caldera, Vizhel and I should personally 
go to the top 5 placing teams from last season since it’s most important to capture the capability 
difference there to impact the most minds. There is a chance that the Abundant Lands tries to 
retaliate once it’s clear that this action is coming from Kirix and attempt to annex the location. 
Having some mutually beneficial devourers at the border may help prevent risk and damage to 
the general populace.” The queens were flabbergasted that 2 Paragonas could foresee so many 
potential issues for the group and think in ways that were more than just watching out for 
themselves. One tentatively asked, “If your collaborative efforts help even Paragonas be so 
thoughtful and caring it’s truly a miracle! Praise the first splitter.” 
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Chapter 18 


The call for those who were open to devouring in a mutually beneficial way was sent out and 
volunteers from all over Kirix begin to arrive. Since Nava had the most experience in modifying 
her own structure, she was able to set up thousands of tendrilled limbs reaching out from 
degenerate space to simultaneously upgrade many beings. Since most of the population 
intrinsically feared being devoured a far smaller amount were open to being upgraded through 
consumption itself. The brave souls open to this deep vulnerability were upgraded by Caldera, 
Exa, Callica and Vizhel. 


Fassa worked at a much slower rate, upgrading one individual at a time with her tendrils. Soon 


the people who had been open to being consumed ran out. Nava and Fassa continued their less 
threatening upgrades while the rest of the entourage focused on training those that had already 
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been converted. Simply having the organs and physiology necessary didn’t provide any skill in 
execution. It became clear pretty quickly that the bottleneck to effective propagation was that 
most people were terrified of being consumed, leaving only a small minority for everyone to 
train with. Despite this challenge, the entourage made remarkable progress in bringing many 
Swarmlings to a level of capability far beyond what they had ever dreamed of. 


As progress was made, another unforeseen crack splintered the entourage’s plans. People grew 
physically more capable quickly, but the psychological shifts necessary to break the association 
of enemies as both predators and prey to reform that association with allies was far from easy. 
70% of the Swarmlings that participated in the technique went into an emotional epiphany 
leading to shock. It would take time to recover as this fundamental axiom shifted. The queens 
recommended, “Those which were psychologically broken should be recycled into raw material 
to make new Swarmlings for the hive. This will ensure that we could more effectively apply 
those resources instead of wasting time.” 


Exa pushed back firmly against this perspective, “No. These people volunteered trying to do 
what they could to make the world a better place. We owe them care and healing, we can’t just 
discard them because they burned out fighting for the cause.” A queen rolled her eyes. Exa 
responded, “These people are under my protection and will not be recycled. Provide care for 
them if you intend to keep our support. We value Kirix in this exchange. This is a fight to save 
lives, not dispose of them.” 


Nava and Fassa paused their upgrading while Callica, Caldera and Vizhel stopped their teaching. 
Although the queens despised this use of leverage and viewed the maintenance of life outside 
how it serves the group as useless, they ended up agreeing, “Fine. We'll set up a medical ward 
for those that need time.” Fassa offered, “I can more effectively serve in the healing ward 
generating proper hormones to help the Swarmlings process trauma. It won’t reduce the rate of 
conversion substantially, and may help give us some insights on how to teach people in ways that 
are easier to digest.” 


Once justice for the volunteers was secured, the entourage returned to teaching and Nava to 
conversions. Despite the high rate of people challenged by the fundamental changes in 
perspective, there were tons of volunteers happy to explore these alternative paths. Those who 
had been taught the techniques quickly formed tightly knit groups with other mutually beneficial 
devourers, exploring what this new world of capability was like. The level of intimacy in the 
experience provided high levels of social bonding, the urge to connect and devour was alluring in 
its transcendence of previous experience. 
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The primary focus of mass acquisition got into full swing quickly. Any doubt the queens had 
over whether all of the concessions for placating the entourage’s requests were worth it were 
answered with a resounding yes! Those who most easily embraced alignment as both predator 
and prey rapidly improved in capability. Despite many hours of intense work in conversion and 
teaching, the entourage prioritized maintaining a healthy rest schedule to insure that the Second 
Test went off without a hitch. 


The entourage stayed in communal sleeping quarters for the night. Exa was overjoyed to be back 
in a space where people were on every side of her. Now that she’d gained so much more surface 
area to experience with, she felt an even deeper connection to the many bodies that surrounded 
her. Although Nava used stored mass for processing, being around this many people was still a 
drain on her resources. She took Fassa and used degenerate space to travel back to the quarry, 
where they rested in solitude. Nava was able to process through the hundreds of thousands of 
models of the people of Kirix and freed up her mental space over the night. Despite her 
incredible processing, she missed out on a lot of sleep. 


It wasn’t until late morning that Nava finally managed to catch up on rest. She took Fassa back to 
Kirix to continue their work. The rest of the entourage had gotten back to training people, 
specializing into different tasks in order to best prepare the populace for the upcoming challenge. 
Exa was the least threatening, and the best versed in understanding the psychology of her culture. 
She helped those which were most at risk of going into shock from world view shifts adjust more 
effectively. Her guidance reduced the rate of epiphany based collapse down to only 40% of 
Swarmlings. 


Caldera worked with Swarmlings who came from a military background. She helped people find 
ways to transfer aggressive skills into more friendly formats. She retrained articulation of the 
esophagus, use of the teeth, and more, further reducing the likelihood of collapse down to just 
30%. Callica took on the generalist role, handling those who were likely to be well adjusted for 
embracing this new life style. Vizhel specialized into analysis, figuring out which of the new 
mutually beneficial devourers were most skilled, and which ones had synergy with each other. 
She reorganized teams of Swarmlings from the default pairings of happenstance which cultivated 
partnerships that really took off. She made sure that with only a single day to train that these 
Swarmlings would still be enough to blow the competition out of the water. Despite their focus 
on making sure that selected pairs would be as prepared for the Second Test as possible, there 
was still care given to everyone who wanted to convert. Everyone who shared the goal of a world 
with less murder was valued even with more immediate objectives in place. 


As the day wore on Nava became exhausted since she was the only person who could handle the 
masses who wanted to consume without harm, but were afraid of being devoured themselves. 
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She hoped that once people witnessed more mutually beneficial devouring it would help 
dismantle some of those instinctive defense mechanisms. When the day came to an end, all of the 
teams had been selected from the Swarmlings, the upper 10% were all of a caliber that they’d 
have a shot at winning Fulfillment themselves even after such a short transformation period. 


Planning for the intervention the next day fell into its final phases. Vizhel boasted, “We’ve really 
outdone ourselves, over 20,000 converted in two days, many of which already beyond the old 
pinnacle. However, we have an issue; the top 3 teams should be covered by our most effective 
pairs but there are only 5 of us. I think that Caldera and I should pair up and infiltrate Viasa’s 
entourage’s test, they won for the last 2 seasons and are likely to have a huge following. Exa and 
Callica can take care of the previous runners up. Nava’rix, tons of people have already seen the 
video of you eating Caldera and have that association. Do you think you can handle the third 
placing team by yourself? They’re a top placing organized around a political message.” 


Vizhel elaborated, ““They’ve been investing their winnings into providing free housing at the 
Northern and Southern tips of the Abundant Lands for deserters from the Swarm and Paragonas 
who don’t want to participate in the war. It seems like our message would really resonate with 
their fans and since you’re the most recognizable part of our campaign this might be an ideal 
place to put you.” Callica asked in concern, “Shouldn’t we have her interrupt the top placing 
team? She’s the biggest of us at this point and the top teams are the only folks who are potential 
threats to us. Having the biggest there seems like it would make sense.” 


Caldera argued, “I was the other person in the video, and I’m the second largest of us. So making 
sure that recognition is available to as many people as possible makes sense to me. Vizhel and I 
can handle ourselves Callica, though we appreciate your concern.” Callica let go of her fear for 
the moment and trusted in the incredible capability of Vizhel and Caldera. She offered, “Let’s all 
make sure to get a good night’s sleep. We’ll need it for tomorrow. We’ll handle transport early. 
Remember, we need to maintain a good image, so we need our wits about us, if people attack we 
need to be ready to handle the situation without hurting anyone.” 


The entourage engaged in a group hug. Exa said a little prayer, “Dear first splitter from who we 
all descend, thank you for this opportunity to be alive today. Thank you for the gift of connection 
with these inspiring women. We ask for your blessing in getting our message out so we can 
reduce the unnecessary suffering and death in this world, you gave of yourself so that there could 
be more life, we will give of ourselves whatever is asked so that the life which came from you 
can thrive in peace and harmony.” With that, Nava and Fassa departed, the rest of the entourage 
going to the Kirix hive’s sleeping chambers. 
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The sun shone brightly across the lands on the morning of the Second Test. A throng of 
Swarmlings were ready, excited and prepared for the day ahead. Those that had formed into 
teams had their lives changed by their mutual consumption of one another, and all understood 
exactly how vital it was to get the message out there. Fassa split from the group to join the 
queens in a massive media chamber filled with hundreds of screens, preemptively tuned in to 
where each of the tests would be broadcast. The entourage gathered in preparation. 


Exa looked around at all the prepared faces and laughed, “I spent this morning coming up with a 
pep talk to get everyone on board, but it seems like there isn’t a single one among you who 
doesn’t understand how important this is, or how valuable your contributions are to the greater 
whole. Thank you for joining us in spreading this opportunity for all to thrive instead of fight.” 
grateful cheers rose from the assembled insurgents, all eager to share the blessings that had been 
bestowed upon them with the world. 


Paths of degenerate space were compressed to aid movement. The entourage got delicious duos 
to the testing sites as the Second Test got started. They made sure to minimize the time that the 
Swarmlings of Kirix were at risk, getting them in position at the last minute. Once transport was 
completed the team headed to their own challenges. There was tons of security around the high 
placing testing sites holding back a sea of screaming fans who were excited to witness their idols 
compete. Where in Kirix seas of people were well adjusted to flowing in tandem to handle the 
presence of the entourage’s incredible mass, the distracted fans pushed and shoved each other 
just trying to get as close as possible to the test, while police barricades kept them at bay. 


Callica and Exa arrived at the runner’s up test. They bounded past the fans and warped past the 
barricade, ending up in the testing field with Kelzara’s entourage. It had been a close competition 
last season and Kelzara’s team was no joke. The team was entirely composed of Paragonas, all of 
which had been military generals in the fight against the Swarm, battle hardened veterans who 
had the tenacity to endure even the harshest of circumstances. Three of them were still in the 
trailing section of their eruptions, big burps shaking through the space and out into the sea of 
fans. They kept focus on their task despite the surprising interruption of the colossal Callica and 
even more enormous Exa arriving. The two who had already finished their blasts of gas took up a 
defensive formation around the three still in action, sizing up Exa and Callica to determine 
exactly what the situation was. 


Callica’s lifetime of being an acquisition gave her ample experience in modifying her body 
language to avoid seeming threatening to people in power and was well suited to diffusing their 
need to engage in conflict. Exa made sure to draw the attention of the women operating the 
cameras. Back in Kirix, Fassa got to witness this all going off with masterful precision, each 
screen shifting as the mutually beneficial devourers of Kirix stormed onto the various testing 
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grounds, her own entourage handling the 3 highest risk locations. She saw that Callica and Exa 
were handling their situation well and shifted her attention to Caldera and Vizhel. They stormed 
the huge stage last season’s winners were being tested on. Viasa’s entourage stopped their testing 
and immediately attacked! They were certain they already did well enough to pass the round and 
were eager to leverage what may be their only opportunity to legally participate in the Third Test, 
an opportunity to truly prove their power against the enormous Caldera and Vizhel. 


Viasa’s entourage were no strangers to the perils of conflict and had dramatically more 
experience than Caldera or Vizhel in how to push a 5 versus 2 advantage. They worked as a unit, 
and surrounded the 2. Despite being far less experienced, Caldera and Vizhel were well bonded 
and had a substantial physical advantage. Vizhel was ready to launch a preemptive attack when 
Caldera warned her, “Remember why we’re here.” Vizhel snarked, “Well look who remains calm 
under pressure, you’re right, but how will we get the opportunity to get our message out with 
them actively-” She didn’t get to finish her thought as 2 of Viasa’s entourage lunged from 
opposite sides and got a hold of Vizhel’s wrists. 


Their grips were effective, and they quickly separated Vizhel from Caldera, their formation 
shifted with the efficacy of a technique practiced hundreds of thousands of times. The grapplers 
held Vizhel in place, while two other members of Viasa’s entourage ran interference, they 
launched strikes at Caldera from either side to draw her attention. While their powerful blows 
were enough to level buildings, Caldera was well insulated, their attacks completely absorbed by 
her abundance of flesh. 


The final member of Viasa’s entourage, an absolutely behemoth Verisk, wasted no time in getting 
herself into position to devour Vizhel. She started to swallow her face aggressively. Vizhel 
struggled, breaking free of the grapplers only to be grabbed again and again. She was stronger 
and faster, but her vision was cut off, and her opposition was far more experienced. This limited 
her actions so their ally could begin to engulf Vizhel’s massive shoulders. The crowd cheered 
witnessing the well oiled machine of Viasa’s entourage in action, the sea of people dotted with 
lights as phones came out to record the conflict. 


Caldera was distracted as she tried to find out how to handle this situation without hurting 
anyone, the strikes were doing little to harm her. Without engaging in traditional tools of 
retaliation, she was lost on what action to take. She bided her time as she tried to figure out the 
situation, largely distracted from Vizhel’s peril. The large Paragonas was peppered with blows, 
her swiftly moving adversaries attacking from many angles and drawing her attention despite 
being ineffective at actually causing harm. Once the devourer had gotten a good section of 
Vizhel’s shoulders it limited the motion of her arms. The two who had been restraining her were 
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able to take their attention to Caldera. Now 4 versus 1, they were able to each take a limb and 
restrain Caldera to the best of their ability. 


Caldera was ready to break her intentions of pacifism and do whatever was necessary to help 
Vizhel before the Verisk spoke through Caldera, “Don’t worry, everything is going according to 
plan. Remember, we’re not here to hurt anyone.” Caldera and her captors were all surprised by 
the strange claim as being tits deep in someone intent on ending her existence generally looked 
like a bad plan. Vizhel’s consumer continued to make progress, but Vizhel pulled her weight in 
from the pocket dimension, filling out to far greater proportions. The Verisk got 10% across the 
vast expanse of Vizhel’s incredibly impressive stomach before being forced to stop. Although 
these were among the most capable consumers in the world, the amount of mass Fassa’s 
entourage had packed on simply put Vizhel outside the range of their capacity. 


Viasa’s entourage had never encountered people too big to devour before and this left them in a 
conundrum about how to handle these intruders. The consumer flailed in an attempt to get her 
peristalsis to push her just a little bit farther, she hoped to make progress toward the apex of 
Vizhel’s belly, but it was beyond her capability. When it was clear that her would be devourer 
had figured out that this technique wouldn’t work Vizhel waited, making sure the cameras got a 
good shot of the dilemma. The fans murmured in hushed whispers, trying to understand the 
situation and what would come from there. The rest of Viasa’s entourage gave Caldera uneasy 
looks, as they now realized that although she’d been enduring many blows she hadn’t been 
fighting back. 


Vizhel extricated herself from the esophagus of her adversary, loudly mocking for the cameras, 
“Tt looks like Laura, last season’s hungriest woman alive doesn’t have the appetite to handle all 
this! Your throat must be hurting sweetheart, here’s some lozenges.” She gestured to the vast 
expanse of her flesh with a sweeping motion before pulling some throat soothing pills from her 
purse and tossing them to the exhausted Verisk empathetically. While Vizhel’s camerawork had 
been artistic and sophisticated, her acting was corny and over the top. She asked in an inviting 
singsong voice, “I wonder. If the hungriest woman alive can’t handle me, who can?” 


Vizhel shot a cheesy smile to Caldera. The 4 women restraining the powerful Paragonas realized 
they were outmatched and not making any progress by holding her captive, so they let go. 
Caldera danced forward to Vizhel, eagerly salivating at the prospect. She had plenty of 
experience being on the dominant side of intimidating power dynamics and reveled at just how 
effectively Vizhel had set up their victory. 


Caldera put on her most powerful and commanding voice as she addressed the crowd, “The old 
ways are the ways of the weak. Those who can’t handle competition and need to eliminate it as 
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their only chance to succeed. We offer a new way, the way of the strong. Those who devour from 
a place of mutual growth will always have the finest of training partners, we don’t exhaust our 
meals, but enhance them! Each consumption leads to ever greater options for both predator and 
prey. It’s time for everyone to make a choice, do you want to be weak?” She asked, gesturing to 
Laura, still panting in exhaustion as her body tries to recover from being forced to take far too 
vast a load. “Or do you want to be strong?” Caldera proclaimed before pulling Vizhel to her. The 
crowd who are drawn to top players were far from loyal, lured by this display of power to switch 
sides, cheering for Caldera and Vizhel. The large lovers start with a kiss, a sign of connection 
and intimacy which framed the expression of caring connection as power itself. 


The way Caldera consumed Vizhel looked effortless. The motions of her lips and throat flowed 
with the same divine certainty with which plants grew. There was an aura of rightness and 
inevitability, as if things could unfold no other way. Although Viasa’s entourage was discouraged 
by their failure, they joined the crowd in breathless awe at the miracle they witnessed. Although 
Caldera was the consumer, she and Vizhel equally surrendered to the unifying power of the 
moment. Where the aggressive strategy fought and struggled, the undulating peristalsis of 
Caldera danced with joy at bringing in many abundant kiltons of Vizhel’s adipose flesh. 


There was no question that the audience witnessed a magnificent power. Where Laura had to 
stop at the beginning of Vizhel’s superb stomach, Caldera used its leviathan frame as inspiration 
for just how much she could pack away. The unifying consumption was passionate and powerful, 
the feeling of connection brought the entire audience to a state of ecstatic connection. Where 
fighting had failed, collaboration triumphed. Vizhel vanished into the consumptive Caldera. This 
was followed by a moment of silence as all present respected how truly immense of a challenge 
Caldera had taken on. 


The silence didn’t last long as a celebratory rumble broke forth from Caldera “URP!” The belch 
was of incredible volume and bass, but quite short. It was only as it echoed throughout the 
testing ground that its true genius could be witnessed. With such power, echoes reflected off of 
the many witnesses present. The sound was chopped up, the low fundamental frequency was 
divided into all of the pieces necessary by interaction with the environment. Caldera took into 
account the position of each person, every camera, and the deviations in the ground. Instead of 
forcing all the complexity through its own creation, the beauty of a belch relied on the world 
around it, and surrendered its power to be shaped by the world. 


The combined forces of the environment and Caldera’s own internal power culminated in 
crafting a Vizhel so vast that Laura paled visibly. In order to protect those present, Vizhel quickly 
deposited mass into their shared pocket dimension before her incredible bulk could shift 
spacetime in ways that would harm the spectators. Once Vizhel was reborn, Calderal spoke with 
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clarity and power, “If you want to join the side of power, where all may grow, come to Kirix, you 
can be upgraded so that your appetites can grow with an ever more fulfilling world.” With that 
Caldera used degenerate space to travel away, leaving the bewildered crowd, Vizhel and Viasa’s 
entourage. Vizhel picked up her discarded purse from the ground, pulling out a pen and paper, 
scribbling her number on it swiftly then handed it to Laura, ““You have a sexy throat. Once you 
work up a real appetite to handle all this give me a call.” She winked and with that, she followed 
Caldera’s lead and left, picking up Swarmlings who had completed their own missions on the 
way back to Kirix. 


Chapter 19 


Although Kelzara’s entourage was fierce, they were focused on the competition itself over the 
intrusion of Exa and Callica. They each held staunch looks of determination and clarity as they 
pursued their task. They had narrowly lost to Viasa’s entourage last 2 seasons, to Mary’s the 
season before, and Alissa’s the season before that. Callica was able to see in their eyes that 
although they were wary, unless something was done to actively sabotage them there was no ill 
will toward the unexpected insurgency. Exa followed Callica’s lead, patiently waiting for the test 
to finish. When the eruptions came to a finish, Callica spoke. She appealed emotionally, “That 
was an amazing performance. we’re all lucky to experience such masters of the Second Test 
expressing their capability. How can we all witness such incredible skill and yet another team sits 
on the throne for yet another season? I’Il tell you why: the imbalances of the Third Test!” 
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Although some of the crowd was on board, most didn’t see the connection, staring blankly at the 
massive duo of Exa and Callica. Exa followed Callica’s words with passion, “Fulfillment is 
meant to honor the skill and capability of its participants, but it’s structured in an unfair way! 
One of the most vital ways to prepare one’s appetite for the First Test or gas for the Second is to 
engage in the Third Test, to devour others to increase in power. However, the Third Test is 
illegal! This takes away from the hard working women who want to show their strength by 
changing the priorities of the game. In order to take the top space not only are incredible 
appetites and eruptions required, those who engage in subterfuge, those who play the system and 
those who work outside the law are able to take this advantage for themselves! Did you see that 
squirming silhouette in Laura last season? There’s no way that team managed all they did 
without consuming others!” 


The long time fans of Kelzara’s entourage yelled in favor, eager to grasp an explanation for why 
the team they loved was robbed again and again. Callica led based off the energy Exa had raised, 
“There can be another way! In Kirix we’ve been developing a new way to devour. A way to 
consume that strengthens both predator and prey! We want to bring this technique into the open. 
We’re cutting out the requirement for murder to compete at the highest levels. We’re making a 
call for the Fulfillment board of directors to change the laws around the Third Test! All people 
should be encouraged to consume in ways that support others, only banning those actions which 
lead to death and suffering. We need to pull the Third Test out of the shadows and into the light! 
That way the hard working women at these greatest levels of the game don’t need to waste their 
time in evading the law or fall behind by losing opportunities. There can be a fair playing field 
where the best team wins! Everyone can train in the open, and invest their time at becoming the 
best they can be. Stop wasting calories on the fight, start investing them in honor of the game.” 


The infectious nature of the crowd’s spirits started to draw in Kelzara’s entourage themselves, 
harnessing the feeling that they’ve deserved win after win. Exa pumped the crowd up even more, 
“We’ve been engaging in this new form of devouring outside of the Abundant Lands, and what it 
has given us has been great. When the competition is brought out of the shadows, these are the 
kinds of eruptions you can expect from competitors in the Second Test. Care to share Callica?” 


Exa engaged with Callica, playing up the theatrics of the exchange. “In the old ways, so much 
that could go to the competition is used on the deception, on the fight.” Callica pantomimed 
sneaking up on Exa, leaping forward at the substantial Swarmling. They grappled in mock 
conflict, to express the overt waste of fighting prey, they melodramatically fell against one 
another as if the fight had worn them out. Callica’s voice was playful and inviting, “But when 
predator and prey work together, our true capability and capacity can express itself.” 
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The mock fighting drew to a close, the much larger Exa offering her hand to Callica gingerly. 
They drew upon the need to upset the best and biggest team out there. Callica took Exa’s hand, 
sucking on her fingers, making the Swarmling blush and giggle. Exa’s joy in being prey, serving 
her body to those she loved, was infectious. Callica was a perfect stand in for the runner up team, 
letting each of the entourage and the many fans live through her vicariously as she gulped down 
Exa’s arm. The combination of playfulness and appealing to the lived experience of their 
audience brought an unbound excitement to the testing stage. The crowd chanted “Eat, eat, eat!” 
as ton after ton of Exa’s exorbitant flesh was engulfed in Callica’s maw. Exa offered herself to 
Callica exuberantly getting her other hand into her Paragonas ally’s maw. The joyful 
collaboration a stark contrast to the earlier conflict. The many rolls of flesh on her arms could be 
seen through the tautness of Callica’s throat, the contrast in their sizes providing clarity, a mirror 
for what they were demanding in changes to the law. 


With both the crowd and interrupted entourage fully on Exa and Callica’s side, they embodied 
how much more effort could go into the good when everyone was working together. They had 
expressed the waste of deceit and conflict. The clarity, respect and collaboration of their 
consumption was reflected in the chant growing even louder and more enthusiastic with each 
passing moment. Callica saw a light in the eyes of one of Kelzara’s entourage. It was clear that 
she grasped the light of the better future this could bring. Callica beckoned her over, getting her 
support with heaving in Exa. The competitive Paragonas bought into the anthemic rallying cry of 
transparency and respect in the pursuit of power. She grabbed Exa by the haunches to help shove 
her into Callica. 


Soon the entire team was in on the action. Callica was able to let her arms rest, enjoying all the 
support from Exa and the team working with her to accomplish her goals. With everyone 
working together, Exa’s 3 megatons of flesh cascaded into Callica with ease, the collaborative 
atmosphere of joy and integration a clear indicator of what could be available for everyone 
should they join these new ways and get upgraded in Kirix. When Exa’s toes disappeared 
between Callica’s lips the cheers grew deafening, the vicarious experience of participation left 
everyone psyched for the approach of the new world. 


Callica held up a finger for silence, the crowd grew hushed and anticipatory as the squelching 
gurgles of gas from her gut could already be heard burbling to the surface. She shared a 
conspiratorial grin, lowering her hands palms up, slowly lifting them with the impending tide of 
gas ready to show the crowd exactly how powerful the eruption was. As the gurgling increased 
she offered, “I want everyone to belch with me. We will no longer hide the Third Test in the 
dark, in the quiet, we’ll heal it so that it can stand in the light, an honored part of Fulfillment!” 
The crowd and Kelzara’s entourage were in a fevered frenzy of alignment, all prepared to join in 
sharing the powerful message of unity. 
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Instead of using her incredible power to drown out and overwrite those who had been competing, 
Callica invited them to join her. The gas erupted forth from her in a titanic belch, 

“-Uaaaau UUUooOOuurrrruuuuOaaaaaaaaaOOAAAAAAAAAAP!” Although there was 
incredible power in her bassy blast, it rambled at a low tone, providing an anchoring floor for all 
others to build upon. A chorus of eruptions both great and small rang forth from fans and 
competitors alike, all spoke with one voice. The voice was one of clarity. It was the voice of 
collaboration and freedom. Where Caldera’s short blast did all the work with just itself and the 
world, Callica’s provided a baseline for the masses to contribute. 


Although no individual was even a fraction of Callica’s capability, the power of everyone 
working together was able to reshape Exa. They applied power and unity to the space beyond 
space, where the degenerate separation of world from itself was harnessed to build Exa in greater 
connection with all that was. Fassa’s entourage had done incredible work in bringing mass into 
the world as they explored mutually beneficial devouring. An entire throng of people lead by 
Callica contributed beautifully to bring back far more Exa than had left. As the wet and rumbling 
unification of sound shaped her, megaton after megaton piled onto her already incredible frame. 


Exa herself became a physical manifestation of the investment of the collaborative process. As 
she grew, every person fundamentally felt their contribution to something more; they saw their 
will made substance, the ability for their voices to change the world. The smaller eruptions came 
to an end, leaving the powerful clear belches of the competitors and Callica to drive the final 
moments of substantiation. Callica’s own long gurgling, gaseous blast wrenched forth as the final 
voice of the unified song came to completion in an 18 megaton Exa, who beamed in gratitude at 
how all contributed to her becoming more. Where Caldera and Vizhel used power over to 
establish that the technique was superior, Callica and Exa embraced power with, integrating the 
crowd as allies in this act of creation. They let people participate themselves to witness what it 
was like to wield power together, giving all a taste of the opportunities to come. Exa proclaimed, 
“Thank you! If you appreciated this experience, please come visit us in Kirix so we can support 
you in being able to share these collaborative gifts with the world. Let’s make sure that those 
who work hard from a place of love and togetherness can thrive in the light outside the 


”? 


shadows 
Vizhel, Exa, Callica, and Caldera had expressed themselves on the grand stage. Successful in 
their ventures, they returned to Fassa and the queens. Exa teased, “Looks like I’m the biggest 
now!” This prompted an air of celebration in the hive. All of the missions had been 
accomplished except for one. The final screen broadcast from a Second Test event covered 


Nava’rix on stage with Jelaya’s entourage. Nava had been the start of this, and there was no way 
that she would take on this leg of the challenge alone. Nava’rix had required longer to drop off 
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Swarmlings in transport than the teams of two, and had only just arrived on the scene of the test 
moments ago. Fassa joined her entourage, degenerate space whisking them out of Kirix, through 
the abundant Lands and to the testing grounds of Jelaya’s entourage. She’d expected to be alone, 
but with her loved ones present, she knew she had all the support she could desire to face the 
challenges ahead. 


Jelaya’s team had been the most influential force in pushing the Abundant Lands to engage in 
anti war policy in the history of Fulfillment. The war between the Paragonas and Swarm had 
existed for longer than Nourishers had even been a species, and felt like a fundamental truth of 
the world. The view that those fighting for collective group power would clash with those who 
sought power for themselves felt inevitable. Many bought in to the concept that the war was just, 
a fight to wipe out a dangerous ideology that would otherwise crush the world into a bleak 
dystopia. Despite the opinions of the majority there were those who didn’t want to fight, to risk 
their lives just to destroy these hated foes. In the Swarm the punishment for deserting was to 
have one’s calories recycled for use in a new Swarmling that could better serve the hive. In the 
Paragonas territories those who refused to fight were seen as weak of will, often made into 
acquisitions for those willing to exploit the enemy for their own advantage. The official 
Nourisher policy was that the Abundant Lands was neutral, largely obscuring the fact that they 
wielded imbalanced economic power to annex nearby lands. 


Jelaya wanted more than neutrality. she wanted an end to the cycles of violence that had taken 
countless lives, and to provide a safe space for those who wished to not murder. Nava’rix was 
embarrassed to have been largely ignorant of her policy and positions, having historically just 
focused on what her entourage was doing to make it so far in the competition. 


Nava listened to the wisdom of her allies. through their connection she’d witnessed the efficacy 
of the tactics of both Vizhel and Callica in effectively getting their message out to their audience. 
The intrusion of Fassa’s entourage was met with bemused interest from Jelaya’s entourage as 
they finished the cycle of their Second Test. One of the influential philanthropists of the team, a 
well connected Paragonas inquired, “Well well, if it isn’t the Nourisher who wants to legalize the 
Third Test and destroy Fulfillment, Nava’rix the devourer of dreams. What are you and your 
band of violent criminals doing here at our test?” 


Nava wanted to lash out. she was dismayed that the propaganda against her from the Board of 
Fulfillment had so effectively reached these people with goals she honored and respected. She 
remembered that when Vizhel and Caldera were actively attacked they’d maintained the 
necessary patience for peace. She drew upon their strength and wisdom to remain calm. “I am 
Nava’rix, but we are not violent. Our message is in alignment with your own, we want to reduce 
the unnecessary murder of people being devoured, whether that be through the Third Test, or on 
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the battlefield.” The Paragonas had already gotten into a combative stance, but hesitated, startled 
by her response. 


One of the other members of Jelaya’s crew, a veteran Swarmling, snorted. She nodded her head 
toward Caldera, “You keep some questionable company for someone who claims to be against 
the war. I deserted from the southern front after witnessing her take down a dozen of the other 
new recruits years ago. She’s much bigger now, I bet every bit of flesh was plundered from fresh 
faced Swarmlings forced into the terrors of battle based off the queens call for continuous 
expansion and growth.” 


Caldera spoke, “I won’t deny that I fought. I built my life, my identity around being a powerful 
warrior, but meeting Fassa’s entourage changed me. I see now that gaining power by the 
destruction and subjugation of others is a path that makes the world worse. We want to insure 
everyone out there who lives how I lived can access a better path, a way to devour that supports 
prey instead of leading to destruction, prevent more people from losing their friends like you did 
to the hunger for power.” Vizhel cut in with a tone that’s a hybrid between bragging and 
defensive, “As for her flesh, I’ve got to say most of that has come from me at this point. When 
devouring takes place between friends instead of enemies it ends up working out a lot better.” 


The first Paragonas was far from convinced. She demanded suspiciously, “Of course you’d say 
something like that, warmonger. So what if you’ve changed? It doesn’t bring back the lives that 
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you’ve taken!” Nava calmly contributes, “It’s true, words don’t bring back lives. Those lives 
can’t be brought back. We care about the lives that were lost, but need to prioritize what we can 
do now to save lives. With the technique we’ ve developed, it’s possible to consume prey and 
re-substantiate them. We can nourish all instead of extracting life from the prey so that the 
predator may thrive.” The Paragonas defensively called, “Bullshit! This sounds like a ploy to get 
us to go down without a fight. just because we’re against the war doesn’t mean we’ ll just let you 


kill us.” 


Nava grew increasingly frustrated. Exa plead, “No, we’re not here to eat you! We want what you 
want. Can’t we work together, leverage our combined assets for the greater good and provide 
healthier alternatives to murder?” One of the other Swarmlings of Jelaya’s entourage responded a 
little more unsure, “I don’t know, they seem like they’re honest, maybe we should listen to what 
they have to say?” The Paragonas shot back, ““What, they throw some nice fantasies around 
about alternatives to murder and you buy this shit? Do you not see the military bitch in their 
ranks? Are you blind to the fact that these people want to bring the Third Test into Fulfillment 


1°? 


proper? It sounds like you’re siding with these war promoters yourself 
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Callica spoke up, her voice was strong, with a tone that she won’t take shit while remaining 
devoid of active confrontation. “I get it, back when I was an acquisition in Hazeltown the 
taskmasters would send in people with nice words to sniff out anyone plotting rebellion to crush 
them. I’m sure that both the Paragonas and Swarm have repeatedly tried to take you out, to break 
you down, silence your message and that makes you feel unsafe. It feels like a risk to trust us 
with all of the times trusting has been a source of pain. We aren’t like those other times, we 
aren’t here to destroy you. I wish I knew what to say to help you understand. You do know that if 
we wanted to just devour you we’d have done it, right? I’d have been able to take out your entire 
team by myself, but we aren’t here to hurt you, we’re here because we want to share your 
platform and make the world a better place.” The Paragonas tensed up. She hated being so 
clearly read and called out as vulnerable simultaneously. Despite this, she didn’t budge from her 
position. 


Nava went through a million scenarios in her head, trying to find what she could possibly do to 
break through these emotional walls. None of them were both effective and free from being 
deeply manipulative. Fassa stepped forward, “You feel threatened? What if we upgraded you and 
showed you how to execute the technique? I’ve seen my entourage do this, I’ve seen them teach 
others. I’m willing to put my life on the line as prey to prove that they’re telling the truth about 
what they want to share. As you can tell by my size, I’ve never eaten anyone. This comes 
entirely from a place of believing we can work together to make this world better. Do you really 
care about saving lives and ending the conflict, or are you all bluster and no action?” 


The combination of all the different appeals made by Fassa’s entourage and the offer of Fassa 
herself finally break through to the Paragonas who gave a nod of approval, “Someone who hasn’t 
engaged in the devouring of others willing to put her life on the line for the Third Test? I respect 
those who have made the choice not to kill when the world demands it. I’1l give this a shot. If 
what you’re saying is true, the Swarm won’t need to expand and colonize in their constant desire 
for more resources. Getting this out there could stop the war.” She dropped the aggression in her 
stance and lets Fassa approach. Fassa reached with her tendrils, enhancing the Paragonas’ 
anatomy to the point that she could execute mutually beneficial devouring. 


Fassa gestured Nava over to give guidance in the process. She gently guided the Paragonas in 
making an effective model of Fassa, and how to hold that both in her cognitive experience and 
her embodied wisdom. Despite the Paragonas’ fears around Nava, she was able to diffuse them 
effectively through honor and respect. The entire entourage drew protectively close to Fassa, the 
one who had brought them all together, the constant force that enabled them to grow and thrive, 
transformed into the blessed beings they now were. Despite their anxiety, Fassa was calm. She 
presented herself to the Paragonas, who looked around hesitantly. She had to struggle against 
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every internal voice that said this was a trap, a way to delegitimize her message, the forces of 
war using trickery against her, but she trusted Fassa and that had to be enough. 


Fassa’s small body was engulfed in a single near instantaneous bite, and vanished within the 
vocal paragonas. Nava prompted her, “Go ahead and belch. We’ll help guide her 
re-substantiation with you. Let your body hold her truth then guide it into the sea of possibility.” 
Fassa was far from ideal fuel as such a scant excuse for a meal, prompting only a moderate 
sustained “Uuuuurp.” Even with this limited start, Nava lead with experience and power bringing 
her eruption in for support. Exa, Callica, Caldera and Vizhel joined in with her leadership. The 
eruptions of Fassa’s entourage stabilized the forces to bring her back. 


With Nava’s guidance and power, the Paragonas’s reluctant blast pulled from her, the sphere of 
flesh shifted into Fassa. The power brought on by her entourage made Fassa into a dozen times 
the woman she once was. Fassa gasped as she manifested into being, “Holy fuck, why didn’t you 
tell me how amazing it was to be brought back?” Vizhel teased, “I did like a thousand times!” 
Fassa let loose a sigh of relief. She was confident that the Paragonas was genuine in her 
intentions, but actually being alive after being devoured was the kind of reassurance she needed. 
Fassa humbly asked, “Will you share our message? Give an opportunity for those who don’t 
want to participate in the war. For those in the constant struggle for power to have a way to be 
themselves without destroying others. For those like Caldera who walked a path of destruction, 
will you give them the chance to be better people?” The Paragonas paused for a moment before 
she approved, “These folks are legit. End the murder, bring the path of mutually beneficial 
devouring to all and heal the Third Test!” 


With the Paragonas so clearly moved, the rest of Jelaya’s entourage fell into agreement. They 
gave profound nods of respect to Fassa’s entourage as collaborators in the fight for a more just 
world. Once the message had been spread, Fassa’s entourage quickly made their departure, eager 
to avoid getting authorities involved when so many people were nearby and vulnerable to 
collateral damage. Back in the queen’s operation room in Kirix the tone was celebratory and 
jovial. There had been no casualties or injuries, and the message of an alternative path had been 
successfully propagated across many vectors. Multiple bureaus of communication were already 
flooded with requests from people in the Abundant Lands who wanted to participate in this new 
way of living. 


Along with individuals who wanted to learn, many Nourishers wanted their entourages to be 
upgraded to have their best possible chance in Fulfillment. Phones wrang constantly, e-mail 
poured in. Awareness had been raised and people were interested. Many people had already been 
convinced that this path of mutually beneficial devouring was the future. 
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Nava saw that the tides had changed. justice had won. She knew that those who had fought them 
would struggle to maintain the status quo. She offered the team, “Let’s find a way to give the 
board an easy opportunity to pivot their position that won’t look like backsliding so they can 
effectively save face by joining us. They realize that their attempt to destroy our message has 
failed. Public opinion will be their highest priority. I say we reach out to the board and let them 
know we have a checkmate on them, give them the opportunity to mobilize their media wing 
intentionally in our favor instead of us needing to co-opt it.” 


Nava used degenerate space to travel to the board room, much to the surprise and consternation 
of those in charge. She offered benevolently, “Word has gotten out and people from all over the 
world are starting to travel to Kirix for support. You have two choices, you can continue fighting 
against the future, or embrace it. I respect what Fulfillment has done to give people an alternative 
space to pour their energy into the love of the game, the pursuit of greatness! Consuming with 
love is way better than the old path of murder that used to be the only option. I want to integrate 
with your system so we can bring even greater justice to the world.” 


Although the board had invested so much in trying to squash Nava and her message, they saw 
that the balance of power had shifted. The chair of the board grumbled, “We’1l meet your 
demands. Analysis of online discourse shows that public opinion was much more willing to 
embrace the Third Test in this new context than previously imagined. We’ Il mandate that in order 
to get recruited to participate in Fulfillment it’s necessary that all entourages learn these 
techniques. Your little stunt spiked viewership by 732%. We’re sorry we couldn’t see the value in 
your perspective earlier.” Nava reminded, “I also demand that the First Test be dismantled, 
replaced with the healed version of the Third Test. This is to support all life, not just the beings 
that are currently sapient.” The leader of the board clenched their teeth and rolled their eyes, 
“Fine, we’ll even meet your ridiculous demands for the plants and animals. I’ll speak for the 
press release immediately.” 


When the board wanted something done it was executed quickly. In a scant hour and a half a 
press conference had been called, broadcast on every station interrupting all regular 
programming. Before she could begin to speak the crowd started booing aggressively, and 
drowned her in sound. The demonization of Nava and her message hadn’t sat well with the 
masses and people were ready to riot over the suppression of the good. Just as it looked like the 
press release would be impossible, Nava emerged to support the chair. “ Those that ran 
Fulfillment wanted to show people just what kind of world a destructive Third Test could bring. 
Luckily, the board has been tirelessly working behind the scenes to build with us and bring about 
this new era of collaboration and growth.” The crowd cheered, leading the chair of the board to 
breathe a sigh of relief. With both Kirix and the Abundant Lands on board, the path to a healthier 
world was clear. Nava utilized degenerate space to return to her friends and lovers in Kirix. 
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As soon as she was no longer in the presence of the board Nava gloated in victory, “I managed to 
hold it together that whole time even when they tried to squash our message! Now that they can 
profit from collaboration and peace, the board no longer have a reason to fight against us. Let’s 
feast and celebrate!” Nava brought many faces and arms from degenerate space. She licked and 
caressed across her delicious lovers with profound appreciation and gratitude. 


Fassa bathed in the light of the hivechamber’s screens, every news channel they held had 
“Fassa’s entourage!” splashed somewhere across the screen, she had recognition beyond just 
winning Fulfillment, but of changing the entire world. She sprinted in the unbridled glee of 
success, sharing high fives each of her wards. 


Vizhel embraced celebration through surrender to the intimacy of the experience, her fiery skin 
tingled with every tongue and finger. She tossed herself forward, letting a bed of tongues and 
hands support her. Her flesh dripped from between hundreds of fingers, substantial body spilling 
out across the Hivequeen’s chambers. She sucked on a pudgy hand extending from nowhere. She 
playfully pressed her teeth against the palm, licking between digits. Her own rainbow clawed 
nails danced across tongues, large fingertips sharing their flavor with Nava. 


As Nava’s expanse supported Callica, she let her body be at peace, letting her silver scaled arms 
and legs rest. With her physical needs met, she focused on her thoughts. She murmured, “I think 
you’ve infected me with your idealism Nava. I can see how life will be better in Kirix and better 
in the Abundant Lands. I can’t help but fear that this will empower those who make acquisitions 
outside of the range that those they acquire could ever hope to get free without support... How 
can we insure justice for those crushed by the power of those with access?” Nava sighed, her 
main body rose from the bed of tongues to more directly address Callica’s concern. “You’re 
right, what we’re sharing is powerful, and if we don’t manage distribution it will accentuate 
power imbalances that already plague our world. I’m eager to work together with you and your 
wisdom to find a solution not just to prevent murder, but to serve all of the oppressed people of 
our world.” 


Exa appreciated Nava’s loving touch spread across her form, she cheered, “We will make these 
blessings available for all people. Just because we care about making positive change in the face 
of challenge shouldn’t keep us from celebrating. Let’s have some fun!” She gave Callica a 
supportive nudge before turning her attention to how she wanted to celebrate. Exa witnessed her 
new friends as a positive force in her old world, her pearlescent eyes danced over the many 
Swarmlings that had infiltrated the other tests. She offered with pride, “Who wants to be eaten by 
the biggest woman in the world?” Her words fell on excited ears. As Nava’s hands and tongues 
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danced across the enormous Exa a stream of other Swarmlings eagerly fed themselves to her 
vastness! 


Caldera laughed, “That’s right Exa, you’re the biggest now! I never would have guessed that the 
little mailroom pipsqueak you were when I met you would ever become all that you are now. 
Though it’ll take some way fatter Swarmlings in your diet if you intend to remain the biggest 
cause I’m gunning for that title! Nava, munch on this feast. Lets collaborate to give Exa some 
competition!” Caldera lasciviously grabbed one of the tongues caressing her eighth chin, sliding 
it up to her cheek as an invitation to consume. 


Nava revelled in the truth that the world was transforming to become more just, beautiful and 
satisfying. She groaned through many mouths, “This is Fulfillment.” 
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